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A Case Study Exploring Supervisee 
Experiences in Social Justice Supervision

Social justice is a paramount concept in counseling and supervision, yet limited research exists examining 
this idea in practice. To fill this research gap, we conducted a qualitative case study exploring supervisee 
experiences in social justice supervision and identified three themes from the participants’ experiences: 
intersection of supervision experiences and external factors, feelings about social justice, and personal 
and professional growth. Two subthemes were also identified: increased understanding of privilege and 
increased understanding of clients. Given these findings, we present practical applications for supervisors 
to incorporate social justice into supervision.  
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     Social justice is fundamental to the counseling profession, and, as such, scholars have called for 
an increase in social justice supervision (Ceballos et al., 2012; Chang et al., 2009; Collins et al., 2015; 
Dollarhide et al., 2018, 2021; Fickling et al., 2019; Glosoff & Durham, 2010). Although researchers have 
studied multicultural supervision in the counseling profession, to date, minimal research has been 
conducted on implementing social justice supervision in practice (Dollarhide et al., 2021; Fickling et al., 
2019; Gentile et al., 2009; Glosoff & Durham, 2010). In this study, we sought to address this research gap 
with an exploration of master’s students’ experiences with social justice supervision. 

Social Justice in Counseling
     Counseling leaders have developed standards that reflect the profession’s commitment to social 
justice principles (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; Fickling et al., 2019; Glosoff & Durham, 
2010). For instance, the American Counseling Association’s ACA Code of Ethics (2014) highlights 
the need for multicultural and diversity competence in six of its nine sections, including Section F, 
Supervision, Training, and Teaching. Additionally, in 2015, the ACA Governing Council endorsed 
the Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies (MSJCC), which provide a framework for 
counselors to use to implement multicultural and social justice competencies in practice (Fickling 
et al., 2019; Ratts et al., 2015). All of these standards reflect the importance of social justice in the 
counseling profession (Greene & Flasch, 2019).

Social Justice Supervision
     Although much of the counseling profession’s focus on social justice emphasizes counseling 
practice, social justice principles benefit supervisors, counselors, and clients when they are also 
incorporated into clinical supervision. In social justice supervision, supervisors address levels of 
change that can occur through one’s community using organized interventions, modeling social 
justice in action, and employing community collaboration (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; 
Fickling et al., 2019). These strategies introduce an exploration of culture, power, and privilege to 
challenge oppressive and dehumanizing political, economic, and social systems (Dollarhide et al., 
2021; Fickling et al., 2019; Garcia et al., 2009; Glosoff & Durham, 2010; Pester et al., 2020). Moreover, 
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participating in social justice supervision can assist counselors in developing empathy for clients and 
conceptualizing them from a systemic perspective (Ceballos et al., 2012; Fickling et al., 2019; Kiselica 
& Robinson, 2001). When a supervisory alliance addresses cultural issues, oppression, and privilege, 
supervisees are better able to do the same with clients (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; 
Fickling et al., 2019; Glosoff & Durham, 2010). Thus, counselors become advocates for clients and the 
profession (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; Gentile et al., 2009; Glosoff & Durham, 2010). 

     Chang and colleagues (2009) defined social justice counseling as considering “the impact of oppression, 
privilege, and discrimination on the mental health of the individual with the goal of establishing 
equitable distribution of power and resources” (p. 22). In this way, social justice supervision considers 
the impact of oppression, privilege, and discrimination on the supervisee and supervisor. Dollarhide 
and colleagues (2021) further simplified the definition of social justice supervision, stating that it is 
“supervision in which social justice is practiced, modeled, coached, and used as a metric throughout 
supervision” (p. 104). Supervision that incorporates a focus on intersectionality can further support 
supervisees’ growth in developing social justice competencies (Greene & Flasch, 2019).

     Literature about social justice supervision often includes an emphasis on two concepts: structural 
change and individual care (Gentile et al., 2009; Lewis et al., 2003; Toporek & Daniels, 2018). Structural 
change is the process of examining, understanding, and addressing systemic factors in clients’ and 
counselors’ lives, such as identity markers and systems within family, community, school, work, and 
elsewhere. Individual care acknowledges each person within the counseling setting independent of 
their environment (Gentile et al., 2009; Roffman, 2002). Scholars advise incorporating both concepts to 
address power, privilege, and systemic factors through social justice supervision (Chang et al., 2009; 
Gentile et al., 2009; Glosoff & Durham, 2010; Greene & Flasch, 2019; Pester et al., 2020). 

     It is necessary to distinguish social justice supervision from previous literature on multicultural 
supervision. Although similar, these concepts are different in that multicultural supervision emphasizes 
cultural awareness and competence, whereas social justice supervision brings attention to sociocultural 
and systemic factors and advocacy (Dollarhide et al., 2021; Fickling et al., 2019; E. Lee & Kealy, 2018; 
Peters, 2017; Ratts et al., 2015). For instance, a supervisor practicing multicultural supervision would 
be aware of a supervisee’s identity markers, such as race, ethnicity, and culture, and address those 
components throughout the supervisory experience, whereas a supervisor practicing social justice 
supervision would also consider systemic factors that impact a supervisee, in addition to being culturally 
competent. The supervisor would use that knowledge in the supervisory alliance and act as a change 
agent at individual and community levels (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; Fickling et al., 2019; 
Gentile et al., 2009; Glosoff & Durham, 2010; E. Lee & Kealy, 2018; Lewis et al., 2003; Peters, 2017; Ratts et 
al., 2015; Toporek & Daniels, 2018).  

     Researchers have found that multicultural supervision contributes to more positive outcomes than 
supervision without consideration for multicultural factors (Chopra, 2013; Inman, 2006; Ladany et al., 
2005). For example, supervisees who participated in multicultural supervision reported that supervisors 
were more likely to engage in multicultural dialogue, show genuine disclosure of personal culture, 
and demonstrate knowledge of multiculturalism than supervisors who did not consider multicultural 
concepts in supervision (Ancis & Ladany, 2001; Ancis & Marshall, 2010; Chopra, 2013). Supervisees 
also reported that multicultural considerations led them to feel more comfortable, increased their 
self-awareness, and spurred them on to discuss multiculturalism with clients (Ancis & Ladany, 2001; 
Ancis & Marshall, 2010). Although parallel research on social justice supervision is lacking, findings on 
multicultural supervision are a promising indicator of the potential of social justice supervision.   
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Models
     In recent years, scholars have called for social justice supervision models to integrate social justice 
into supervision (Baggerly, 2006; Ceballos et al., 2012; Chang et al., 2009; Collins et al., 2015; Glosoff 
& Durham, 2010; O’Connor, 2005). However, to date, only three formal models of social justice 
supervision have been published. Most recently, Dollarhide and colleagues (2021) recommended 
a social justice supervision model that can be used with any supervisory theory, developmental 
model, and process model. In this model, the MSJCC are integrated using four components. First, 
the intersectionality of identity constructs (i.e., gender, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, sexual 
orientation, abilities, etc.) is identified as integral in the supervisory triad between supervisor, 
counselor, and client. Second, systemic perspectives of oppression and agency for each person in the 
supervisory triad are at the forefront. Third, supervision is transformed to facilitate the supervisee’s 
culturally informed counseling practices. Lastly, the supervisee and client experience validation and 
empowerment through the mutuality of influence and growth (Dollarhide et al., 2021). 

     Prior to Dollarhide and colleagues’ (2021) model for social justice supervision, Gentile and colleagues 
(2009) proposed a feminist ecological framework for social justice supervision. This model encouraged 
the understanding of a person at the individual level through interactions within the ecological system 
(Ballou et al., 2002; Gentile et al., 2009). The supervisor’s role is to model socially just thinking and 
behavior, create a climate of equality, and implement critical thinking about social justice (Gentile et al., 
2009; Roffman, 2002). 

     Lastly, Chang and colleagues (2009) suggested a social constructivist framework to incorporate social 
justice issues in supervision via three delineated tiers (Chang et al., 2009; Lewis et al., 2003; Toporek 
& Daniels, 2018). In the first tier, self-awareness, supervisors assist supervisees to recognize privileges, 
understand oppression, and gain commitment to social justice action (Chang et al., 2009; C. C. Lee, 2007). 
In the second tier, client services, the supervisor understands the clients’ worldviews and recognizes 
the role of sociopolitical factors that can impact the developmental, emotional, and cognitive meaning-
making system of the client (Chang et al., 2009). In the third tier, community collaboration, the supervisor 
guides the supervisee to advocate for changes on the group, organizational, and institutional levels. 
Supervisors can facilitate and model community collaboration interventions, such as providing clients 
easier access to resources, participating in lobbying efforts, and developing programs in communities 
(Chang et al., 2009; Dinsmore et al., 2002; Kiselica & Robinson, 2001).       

     Each of these supervision models serves as a relevant, accessible tool for counseling supervisors to 
use to incorporate social justice into supervision (Chang et al., 2009, Dollarhide et al., 2021; Gentile et 
al., 2009). However, researchers lack an empirical examination of any of the models. To address this 
research gap and begin understanding social justice supervision in practice, the present qualitative 
case study exploring master’s students’ experiences with social justice supervision was undertaken. 

     We selected Chang and colleagues’ (2009) three-tier social constructivist framework in supervision 
for several reasons. First, the social constructivist framework incorporates a tiered approach similar to 
the MSJCC (Ratts et al., 2015) and reflects social justice goals in the profession of counseling (Ceballos 
et al., 2012; Chang et al., 2009; Collins et al., 2015; Glosoff & Durham, 2010). Second, the model is 
comprehensive. In using three tiers to address social justice (self, client, and community), the model 
captures multiple layers of social justice influence for counselors. Finally, the model is simple and 
meets the developmental needs of novice counselors. By identifying three tiers of social justice work, 
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Chang and colleagues (2009) crafted an accessible tool to help new and practicing school counselors 
infuse social justice into their practice. This high level of structure matches the initial developmental 
levels of new counselors, who typically benefit from high amounts of structure and low amounts of 
challenge in supervision (Foster & McAdams, 1998).

Method

     The research question guiding this study was: What are the experiences of master’s counseling 
students in individual social justice supervision? We used a social constructivist theoretical framework 
and presumed that knowledge would be gained about the participants’ experiences based on their 
social constructs (Hays & Singh, 2012). The ontological perspective reflected realism, or the belief that 
constructs exist in the world even if they cannot be fully measured (Yin, 2017).

     We selected a qualitative case study methodology because it was the most appropriate approach 
to explore the experiences of a single group of supervisees supervised by the same supervisor in the 
same semester. In this approach, researchers examine one identified unit bounded by space, time, 
and persons (Hancock et al., 2021; Hays & Singh, 2012; Yin, 2017). Qualitative case study research 
allows researchers to deeply explore a single case, such as a group, person, or experience, and gain an 
in-depth understanding of that identified situation, as well as meaning for the people involved in it 
(Hancock et al., 2021; Prosek & Gibson, 2021). 

     In this study, we selected a case study methodology because the study’s participants engaged in the 
same supervisory experience at the same counseling program in the same semester, thus forming a case 
to be studied (Hancock et al., 2021). Given the research question, we specifically used a descriptive case 
study design, which reflected the study goals to describe participants’ experiences in a specific social 
justice supervision experience. Case study scholars (Hancock et al., 2021; Yin, 2017) have noted that 
identifying the boundaries of a case is an essential step in the study process. Thus, the boundaries for this 
study were: master’s-level school counseling students receiving social justice supervision from the same 
supervisor (persons) at a medium-sized public university on the East Coast (place) over the course of a 
14-week semester (time).

Research Team
     Our research team for this study consisted of our first and third authors, Clare Merlin-Knoblich 
and Benjamin Newman, both of whom received training and had experience in qualitative research. 
Merlin-Knoblich and Newman both identify as White, heterosexual, cisgender, middle-class, and trained 
counselor educators/supervisors. Merlin-Knoblich is a woman (pronouns: she/her/hers) and former 
school counselor, who completed master’s and doctoral coursework on social justice counseling and 
studied social justice supervision in a doctoral program. Newman is a man (pronouns: he/him/his) and 
clinical mental health/addictions counselor, who completed social justice counseling coursework in a 
master’s counseling program before completing a doctorate in counselor education and supervision. Our 
second author, Jenna L. Taylor, was not a part of the research team, but rather was a counseling student 
unaffiliated with the research participants who assisted in the preparation of the manuscript. Taylor 
identifies as a White, heterosexual, cisgender, and middle-class woman (pronouns: she/her/hers) with 
prior experience in research courses and on qualitative research teams. Merlin-Knoblich was familiar with 
all three participants given her role as the practicum supervisor. Taylor and Newman did not know the 
study participants beyond Newman’s interactions while recruiting and interviewing them for this study.
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Participants and Context
     Although some scholars of some qualitative research methodologies call for requisite minimum 
numbers of participants, in case study research, there is no minimum number of participants 
sufficient to study (Hays & Singh, 2012). Rather, in case study research, researchers are expected to 
study the number of participants needed to reflect the phenomenon being studied (Hancock et al., 
2021). There were three participants in this study because the supervisory experience that comprised 
the case studied included three supervisees. Adding additional participants outside of the case would 
have conflicted with the boundaries of the case and potentially interfered with an understanding of 
the single, designated case in this study.

     All study participants identified as White, heterosexual, cisgender, middle-class, and English-speaking 
women (pronouns: she/her/hers). Participants were 23, 24, and 26 years old. All the participants were 
students in the same CACREP-accredited school counseling program at a public liberal arts university on 
the East Coast of the United States. Prior to the study, the participants completed courses in techniques, 
group counseling, school counseling, ethics, and theories. While being supervised, participants also 
completed a practicum experience and coursework in multicultural counseling and career development. 

     All participants completed practicum at high schools near their university. One high school was 
urban, one was suburban, and one was rural. During the practicum experience, participants met 
with Merlin-Knoblich, their supervisor, for face-to-face individual supervision for 1 hour each week. 
They also submitted weekly journals to Merlin-Knoblich, written either freely or in response to a 
prompt, depending on their preference. Merlin-Knoblich then provided weekly written feedback to 
each participant’s journal entry, and, if relevant, the journal content was discussed during face-to-face 
supervision. Simultaneously, a university faculty member provided weekly face-to-face supervision-
of-supervision to Merlin-Knoblich to monitor supervision skills and ensure adherence to the identified 
supervision model. The faculty member possessed more than 15 years of experience in supervision 
and was familiar with social justice supervision models.

     Merlin-Knoblich applied Chang and colleagues’ (2009) social constructivist social justice 
supervision model in deliberate ways throughout the supervisees’ 14-week practicum experience. 
For example, in the initial supervision sessions, Merlin-Knoblich introduced the supervision model 
and explained how they would collaboratively explore ideas of social justice in counseling related to 
their practicum experiences. This included defining social justice, discussing supervisees’ previous 
background knowledge, and exploring their openness to the idea. 

     Throughout the first 5 weeks of supervision, Merlin-Knoblich used exploratory questions to build 
participants’ self-awareness (the first tier), particularly around their experiences with privilege and 
oppression. During the next 5 weeks of supervision, Merlin-Knoblich focused on the second tier, 
understanding clients’ worldviews. They discussed sociopolitical factors and examined how a client’s 
worldview impacts their experiences. For example, Merlin-Knoblich discussed how a client’s age, race/
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, family structure, language, immigrant status, gender identity, sexual 
orientation, and other factors can influence their experiences. Lastly, in the final 4 weeks of supervision, 
Merlin-Knoblich focused on the third tier of social justice implications at the institutional level. For 
instance, Merlin-Knoblich initiated discussions about policies at participants’ practicum sites that 
hindered equity. Merlin-Knoblich also explored the role that participants could take in making resources 
available to clients, advocating in the community, and using leadership to support social justice. Table 1 
summarizes how Merlin-Knoblich implemented Chang and colleagues’ (2009) social justice model.



The Professional Counselor | Volume 12, Issue 1

87

Table 1

Social Justice Supervision in Practice 

Social Justice Supervision 
Model Componenta Component in Practice Examples in Supervision

Introduction of 
Social Justice

Supervisor introduced, 
defined, and explained social

 justice with supervisees.

“Social justice is a term often referenced 
in counseling programs. Let’s talk about 

what it actually means.”

Tier 1: 
Self-Awareness

Supervisor explored supervisees’ 
experiences with privilege and 

oppression, as well as their 
influence on the counseling process.

“What are some specific areas of privilege 
that you might possess that could impact 

you as a counselor?”

Tier 2: 
Client Services

Supervisor led supervisees in 
examining the sociopolitical 

contexts of their clients.

“You mentioned that you have spent 
several counseling sessions with a client 

experiencing homelessness and struggling 
academically. What sociopolitical factors 

do you think could be impacting them 
and their experience in school?”

Tier 3: 
Community Collaboration

Supervisor explored supervisees’ 
observations of institutional 

practices and policies influencing 
social justice efforts, as well as ways 

to advocate in the community.

“You have gotten to witness your 
practicum site for almost a full semester 

now. What school or district policies have 
you observed that might be supporting 

students or oppressing them?”
a Chang, C. Y., Hays, D. G., & Milliken, T. F. (2009). Addressing social justice issues in supervision: A call for client
and professional advocacy. The Clinical Supervisor, 28(1), 20–35. https://doi.org/10.1080/07325220902855144

     Merlin-Knoblich addressed fidelity to the supervision model in two ways. First, in weekly 
supervision-of-supervision meetings with the faculty advisor, they discussed the supervision model and 
its use in sessions with participants. The faculty advisor regularly asked about the supervision model and 
how it manifested in sessions in an attempt to ensure that the model was being implemented recurrently. 
Secondly, engagement with Newman occurred in regular peer debriefing discussions about the use of the 
supervision model. Through these discussions, Newman monitored Merlin-Knoblich’s use of the social 
justice model throughout the 14-week supervisory experience.

Data Collection
     We obtained IRB approval prior to initiating data collection. One month after the end of the 
semester and practicum supervision, Newman approached Merlin-Knoblich’s three supervisees about 
participation in the study. He explained that participation was an exploration of the supervisees’ 
experiences in supervision and not an evaluation of the supervisees or the supervisor. Newman also 
emphasized that participation in the study was confidential, entirely voluntary, and  would not affect 
participants’ evaluations or grades in the practicum course, which ended before the study took place. 
All supervisees agreed to participate.
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     Case study research is “grounded in deep and varied sources of information” (Hancock et al., 2021) 
and thus often incorporates multiple data sources (Prosek & Gibson, 2021). In the present study, we 
identified two data sources to reflect the need for varied information sources (Hancock et al., 2021). The 
first data source came from semistructured interviews with participants, a frequent data collection tool 
in case study research (Hancock et al., 2021). One month after the participants’ practicum experiences 
ended, Newman conducted and audio-recorded 45-minute individual in-person interviews with each 
participant using a prescribed interview protocol that explored participants’ experiences in social justice 
supervision. Newman exercised flexibility and asked follow-up questions as needed (Merriam, 1998). 

     The interview protocol contained 12 questions identified to gain insights into the case being studied 
(Hancock et al., 2021). Merlin-Knoblich and Newman designed the interview protocol by drafting 
questions and reflecting on three influences: (a) the overall research question guiding the study, (b) the 
social constructivist framework of the study, and (c) Chang and colleagues’ (2009) three-tier supervision 
model. Questions included “In what ways, if any, has the social justice emphasis in your supervision 
last semester influenced you as a counselor?” Questions also addressed whether or not the emphasis on 
social justice at each tier (i.e., self, client, institution) affected participants. Appendix A contains a list of 
all interview questions.

     The second data source was participants’ practicum journals. In addition to interviewing the 
participants about experiences in supervision, we also asked participants if their practicum journals 
could be used for the study’s data analysis. The journals served as a valuable form of data to answer 
the research question, given their informative and non-prescriptive nature. That is to say, although 
participants knew during the study interviews that the interview data would be used for analysis for 
the present study, they wrote and submitted their journals before the study was conceptualized. Thus, 
the journals reflected in-the-moment ideas about participants’ practicum and social justice supervision. 
Furthermore, this emphasis on participant experiences during the supervisory experience aligned 
with the methodological emphasis on studying a case in its natural context (Hancock et al., 2021). All 
participants consented for their 14 practicum journal entries (each 1–2 pages in length) to be analyzed 
in the study, and they were added to the interview data to be analyzed together. Such convergent 
analysis of data is typical in case study research (Prosek & Gibson, 2021).

Data Analysis
     We followed Yin’s (2017) case study research guidelines throughout the data analysis process. 
We transcribed all interviews, replaced participants’ names with pseudonyms, and sent participants 
the transcripts for member checking. Two participants approved their interview transcripts without 
objection. One participant approved the transcript but chose to share additional ideas about the 
supervisory experience via a brief email. This email was added to the data. The case study database 
was then formed with the compiled participants’ journal entries, the additional email, and the 
interview data (Yin, 2017). 

     Next, we read each interview transcript and journal entry twice in an attempt to become immersed 
in the data (Yin, 2017). We then independently open coded transcripts by identifying common words 
and phrases while maintaining a strong focus on the research question and codes that answered 
the question (Hancock et al., 2021). We compared initial codes and then collaboratively narrowed 
codes into cohesive categories representing participants’ experiences. This process generated a list of 
tentative categories across data sources (Yin, 2017). Throughout these initial processes, we attended 
to two of Yin’s (2017) four principles of high-quality data analysis: attend to all data and focus on the 
most significant elements of the case.
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     We then independently contrasted the tentative categories with the data to verify that they aligned 
accurately. We discussed the verifications until consensus was met on all categories. Lastly, we 
classified the categories into three themes and two subthemes found across all participants (Stake, 
2005). During these later processes, we were mindful of Yin’s (2017) remaining two principles of 
high-quality data analysis: consider rival interpretations of data and use previous expertise when 
interpreting the case. Accordingly, we reflected on possible contrary explanations of the themes and 
considered the findings in light of previous literature on the topic.

Trustworthiness
     We addressed trustworthiness in three ways in this study. First, before data collection, we engaged 
in reflexivity through acknowledging personal biases and assumptions with one another (Hays &  
Singh, 2012; Yin, 2017). For example, Merlin-Knoblich acknowledged that her lived experience 
supervising the participants might impact the interpretation of data during analysis and noted that 
these perceptions could potentially serve as biases during the study. Merlin-Knoblich perceived that 
the supervisees grew in their understanding of social justice, but also acknowledged doubt over 
whether the social justice supervision model impacted participants’ advocacy skills. She also noted 
her role as a supervisor evaluating the three participants prior to the study taking place. These power 
dynamics may have influenced her interpretations in the analysis process. Newman shared that his 
lack of familiarity with social justice supervision might impact perceptions and biases to question 
whether or not supervisees grew in their understanding of social justice. We agreed to challenge one 
another’s potential biases during data analysis in an attempt to prevent one another’s experiences 
from interfering with interpretations of the findings.

     In addition, we acknowledged that our identities as White, English-speaking, educated, heterosexual, 
cisgender, middle-class researchers studying social justice inevitably was informing personal perceptions 
of the supervisees’ experiences. These privileged identities were likely blinding us to experiences with 
oppression that participants and their clients encountered and that we are not burdened with facing. 
Throughout the study, we discussed the complexity of studying social justice in light of such privileged 
identities. We spoke further about our identities and potential biases when interpreting the data. 

     Second, investigator triangulation was addressed by collaboratively analyzing the study’s data 
(Hays & Singh, 2012). Because data included both interview transcripts and journals, we confirmed that 
study findings were reflected in both data sources, rather than just one information source (Hancock 
et al., 2021). This process helped prevent real or potential biases from informing the analysis without 
constraint. We also were mindful of saturation of themes while comparing data across participants and 
sources during the analysis process. Lastly, an audit trail was created to further address credibility. 
The study recruitment, data collection, and data analysis were documented so that the research can be 
replicated (Hays & Singh, 2012; Roulston, 2010).

Findings

     In case study research, researchers use key quotes and descriptions from participants to illuminate 
the case studied (Hancock et al., 2021). As such, we next describe the themes and subthemes identified in 
study data using participants’ journal and interview quotes to illustrate the findings. Three overarching 
themes were identified in the data: 1) intersection of supervision experiences and external factors,  
2) feelings about social justice, and 3) personal and professional growth. Two subthemes, 3a) increased 
understanding of privilege and 3b) increased understanding of clients, further expand the third theme. 
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Intersection of Supervision Experiences and External Factors
     One theme evident across the data was that participants’ experiences in social justice supervision did 
not occur in isolation from other experiences they encountered as counseling students. Coursework, 
overall program emphasis, and previous work experiences were external factors that created a compound 
influence on participants’ counselor development and intersected with their experiences of growth 
in supervision. Thus, external factors influenced participants’ understanding of and openness to a 
social justice framework. For example, concurrent with their practicum and supervision experiences, 
participants completed the course Theory and Practice of Multicultural Counseling. While discussing 
their experiences in supervision, all participants referenced this course. For example, Casey explained 
that exposure to social justice in the multicultural counseling course while discussing the topic in 
supervision made her more open and eager to learning about social justice overall.  

     Participants’ experiences prior to the counseling program also appeared to intersect with and 
influence their experiences in social justice supervision. Kallie, for instance, previously worked 
with African American and Latin American adolescents as a camp counselor at an urban Boys and 
Girls Club. She explained that social justice captured the essence of viewpoints formed in these 
experiences, saying, “I really like social justice because it kind of is like the title for the way I was 
looking at things already.” Casey grew up in California and reported that growing up on the West 
Coast also exposed her to a mindset parallel to social justice. Esther described that though she was 
not previously exposed to the term “social justice,” studying U.S., women’s, and African American 
history in college influenced her pursuit of a counseling career. This influence is evident in Esther’s 
third journal entry, in which she described noticing issues of power and oppression:

My own attention to an “arbitrarily awarded power” and personal questioning as 
to what to do with this consciousness has been at the forefront of my mind over 
the past two years. Ultimately this self-exploration led me to school counseling as a 
vehicle to advocate and raise consciousness in potentially disenfranchised groups. 

This quote highlights how Esther’s previous studies in college may have primed her for the content 
she was exposed to in social justice supervision.

Feelings About Social Justice
     The second theme was a change in participants’ feelings toward social justice over the course 
of the semester. Two of the participants expressed that their feelings toward social justice changed 
from intimidation and fear to comfort and enthusiasm. Initially, Casey explained that social justice 
supervision created feelings of intimidation. Casey felt fear that the supervisor would instruct her to 
be an advocate at the practicum site, and that in doing so, Casey would upset others. However, Casey 
reported that she realized during supervision that social justice advocacy does not necessarily look 
one specific way. Casey said, “I think a lot of that intimidation went away as I realized that I could 
have my own style integrated into social justice.” Kallie expressed a similar pattern of emotions, 
particularly regarding examining clients from a social justice perspective. When asked to explore 
clients through this lens in supervision, an initial uncomfortable feeling emerged, but over the course 
of practicum, Kallie reported an attitude change. In the sixth journal entry, Kallie explained that she 
was focusing on examining all clients through a social justice lens, and “found it to be significantly 
easier this week than last week.”  
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     Esther also shared evidence of changed emotions during social justice supervision. Initially, Esther 
reported feeling excited, but later, she was confused as to how counselors could use social justice 
practically. Despite this confusion, Esther shared that she gained new awareness that social justice 
advocacy is not only found in individual situations with clients, but also in an overall mindset: 

Something I will take from it [supervision] . . . is you incorporate that sort of 
thinking into your overall [approach]. You don’t necessarily wait for a specific 
event to happen, but once you know the culture of a place, you have lessons geared 
towards whatever the problem is there. 

Despite these mixed feelings, Esther’s experience aligns with Casey’s and Kallie’s, as all reported 
experiencing a change in emotions toward social justice over the course of supervision.

Personal and Professional Growth
     Participants also demonstrated changes in professional and personal growth throughout the 
supervision experiences, the third theme identified. In early journal entries, they reported nervousness, 
doubt, and insecurity regarding their counseling skills and knowledge. Over time, the tone shifted to 
increased comfort and confidence. This improvement appeared not only related to overall counseling 
abilities, but specifically to participants’ understanding of social justice in counseling. For example, in 
Esther’s second journal entry, she noted the influence that social justice supervision had on the ability 
to recognize oppression and bring awareness to it at practicum. Esther wrote, “Just having this concept 
be explicitly laid out in our plan has already caused me to be more attentive to such issues.” 

     Similarly, professional growth was evident in Kallie’s journal entries over time. In the fourth 
journal entry, Kallie described discomfort and nervousness when reflecting on clients’ sociopolitical 
contexts. However, in the ninth journal entry, Kallie described an experience in which she adapted 
her counseling to be more sensitive to the client’s multicultural background. Casey also highlighted 
growth with an anecdote about a small group she led. Casey explained that the group was for high-
achieving, low-income juniors intending to go to college:

In the very beginning, I remember thinking—this sounds terrible now, but—“It’s 
kind of unfair to the other students that these kids get special privileges in that 
they get to meet with us and walk through the college planning process.” ’Cause 
I was thinking, “Wow, even kids who are high-achieving but are middle-class or 
upper-class, they could use this information, also. And it’s not really fair that just 
’cause they’re lower class, they get their hand held during this.” But, throughout 
the semester, realizing that that’s not necessarily a bad thing for an institution to 
give another one a little extra help because they’re gonna have a deficit of help 
somewhere else in their life, and it really is fair. It’s more fair to give them more help 
’cause they likely aren’t going to be getting it at home. . . . So, by having that group, 
it actually is making a greater degree of equity . . . through supervision and through 
processing all of that, [I learned] it was actually evening the board out more.

     Participants also expressed that their professional growth in social justice competencies was 
intertwined with personal growth. Casey reported that supervision increased her comfort when talking 
about social justice issues and led to the reevaluation of personal opinions. Similarly, Kallie summarized:
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I am very thankful that I had that social justice–infused model because it changed 
the way I think about people. . . . It kinda opened my eyes in a way I had not 
anticipated practicum opening my eyes. I didn’t expect that—social justice. I didn’t 
realize how big of an impact it would actually have.

Increased Understanding of Privilege
     Participants reported that understanding their privilege was one area of growth. During practicum, 
participants considered their areas of privilege and how these aligned or contrasted with those of clients. 
For example, in Esther’s third journal entry, she noted that interactions with clients made her more 
aware of personal privileges, which led her to create a list regarding gender identity, socioeconomic 
background, and sexual orientation. Casey and Kallie further described initially feeling resistant to the 
idea of White privilege. Casey explained:

I was a little resistant to the idea of White privilege originally, which I’ve since 
learned is a normal reaction. ’Cause I’ve kind of had the thought of “No! It’s 
America! All of us pull ourselves up by our bootstraps and everyone has the same 
opportunity,” which just isn’t the case. And so that definitely had a huge influence 
on me—realizing that I have huge privileges and powers that I did not, maybe 
didn’t want to, recognize before.

After initial resistance, participants reported that they transitioned from feeling shame about White 
privilege to an increased understanding and excitement to use privilege to create change.  

Increased Understanding of Clients
     Lastly, participants also reported specific growth in their understanding of the clients whom 
they counseled. Participants believed they were better able to understand clients’ backgrounds and 
experiences because of social justice supervision. Kallie described how reflecting on clients’ sociopolitical 
contexts helped her better understand clients. She noted that the practice became a habit, saying, “It just 
kinda invaded the way I look at different people and see their backgrounds.” Casey also described an 
increased understanding of clients by sharing an example of a client who was highly intelligent, low-
income, and Mexican American. Casey learned that the client intended to go to trade school to become a 
mechanic and was not previously exposed to other postsecondary education options like college. Casey 
described this realization as “a big moment” and said, “My interaction with him, for sure, was influenced 
by recognizing that there was social injustice there.”

Discussion

     The purpose of this study was to explore counseling students’ experiences in social justice supervision. 
Findings indicated that participants had meaningful experiences in social justice supervision that 
impacted them as future counselors. Topics of privilege, oppression, clients’ sociopolitical contexts, and 
advocacy were reportedly prominent in the participants’ supervision and influenced their experiences.

     Despite many calls for social justice supervision in the counseling profession (Baggerly, 2006; 
Ceballos et al., 2012; Chang et al., 2009; Collins et al., 2015; Glosoff & Durham, 2010; O’Connor, 
2005), this is the first known study about supervisees’ experiences with social justice supervision. 
It represents a new line of inquiry to understand what social justice supervision may be like for 
supervisees. Findings indicate that participants wrestled with understanding social justice and 
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viewed it as a complex topic. They also suggest that participants found value in making sense of 
social justice and using it as a tool to better support clients individually and systemically. Similar to 
research on multicultural supervision, participants indicated that receiving social justice supervision 
was a positive experience and impacted personal and professional growth (Ancis & Ladany, 2001; 
Ancis & Marshall, 2010; Chopra, 2013; Inman, 2006; Ladany et al., 2005). 

     Notably, findings align with some, though not all, of Chang and colleagues’ (2009) delineated tiers 
in the social justice supervision model. Some of the themes reflect the first tier, self-awareness. For 
example, participants’ feelings about social justice (Theme 2) and increased understanding of privilege 
(Theme 3a) highlight how the supervisory experience enhanced their self-awareness as counselors. As 
their feelings changed and knowledge of privilege grew, their self-awareness improved, a critical task 
in becoming a social justice–minded counselor (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; Fickling et 
al., 2019; Glosoff & Durham, 2010). Participants’ increased understanding of clients (Theme 3b) reflects 
the second tier in Chang and colleagues’ (2009) model, client services. In demonstrating an enhanced 
understanding of clients and their world experiences, the participants reported thinking beyond 
themselves and into how power, privilege, and oppression affected those they counseled. 

     The final tier of the social justice supervision model, community collaboration, was not evident in 
participant data about their experiences. Despite the supervisor’s intent to address this tier through 
analyses of school and district policies, as well as community advocacy opportunities, themes about 
this topic did not manifest in the data. This theme’s absence may suggest that the supervisor’s efforts 
to address the third tier were not strong enough to impact participants. Alternatively, the absence 
may suggest that participants were not developmentally prepared to make sense of social justice at 
a systemic, community level. Instead, their development matched best with social justice ideas at the 
self and client levels.

     Participant findings did align with previous research about supervision. For example, Collins and 
colleagues (2015) studied master’s-level counseling students and found that their lack of experience 
in social justice supervision led them to feel unprepared to meet the needs of diverse clients. In this 
study, the presence of social justice supervision helped participants feel more prepared to support 
clients, as evidenced in the subtheme of increased understanding of clients. Furthermore, this 
study reflects similar findings from multicultural supervision research. We found that multicultural 
supervision was associated with positive outcomes of being prepared to work with diverse clients 
and engaging in effective supervision (Chopra, 2013; Inman, 2006; Ladany et al., 2005). This pattern 
is reflected in the current study, as participants reported positive experiences in social justice 
supervision. Ancis and Ladany (2001) and Ancis and Marshall (2010) found that incorporating 
multicultural considerations into supervision increases supervisees’ self-awareness and encourages 
them to engage clients in multicultural discussions. These same results were evident in the present 
study, with participants reporting personal and professional growth, such as stronger awareness 
of White privilege and greater willingness to examine clients’ sociopolitical contexts. Findings also 
reflect general research on supervision, which indicates that supervisees typically experience personal 
and professional growth in the process (Association for Counselor Education and Supervision, 2011; 
Watkins et al., 2015; Young et al., 2011). 

     Furthermore, study findings also align with assertions from supervision scholars regarding the 
value of social justice supervision. They support Chang and colleagues’ (2009) claim that social 
justice supervision can increase counselor self-awareness and build an understanding of oppression. 
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Additionally, the findings also reflect Glosoff and Durham’s (2010) assertion that social justice in 
supervision helps supervisees gain awareness of power differentials. Finally, Ceballos and colleagues 
(2012) posited that social justice supervision will help counselors develop empathy for clients as 
counselors conceptualize clients in a systemic perspective. The participants’ enhanced understanding 
of White privilege and their clients’ contexts supports each of these ideas. Though findings are not 
generalizable, they appear to confirm scholars’ ideas about social justice supervision and suggest that 
the approach can be a positive, beneficial experience for counselors-in-training.

Limitations
     Study findings ought to be considered in light of the study’s limitations. First, although case study 
research focuses on a single identified case by definition and is not designed for generalization (Hays 
& Singh, 2012), the case in this study consisted of a demographically homogenous population of only 
three participants lacking racial, gender, and age diversity. This lack of diversity influenced participants’ 
experiences and study findings. Second, although the supervisor in this study did not conduct the 
semistructured interviews with participants in an attempt to prevent bias, participants were aware 
that Merlin-Knoblich was collaborating on the study, and this knowledge may have influenced their 
reported experiences. Merlin-Knoblich and Newman also began the study with acknowledged biases 
toward and against social justice supervision, and although they engaged in reflexivity and dialogue to 
prevent these biases from interfering with data analysis, there is no way to verify that this positionality 
did not influence the interpretation of findings. Lastly, our privileged identities served as a potential 
limitation while studying a topic like social justice supervision. Our racial, educational, class, language, 
and sexual identity privileges continually blind us to the experiences of oppression that others, including 
supervisees and clients, face. Seeking to know these perspectives better can increase our understanding 
of the implications of social injustices in society. 

Implications for Counselor Educators and Supervisors
     The positive participant experiences illuminated through this study suggest that supervision 
based on this model may yield positive experiences for counselors-in-training, such as supporting 
students in developing self-awareness, understanding of clients’ sociopolitical contexts, and 
advocacy skills (Chang et al., 2009). Although the supervisor in this study used social justice 
supervision in individual sessions with participants, counselor educators may choose to apply 
social justice supervision models to group or triadic supervision. Counseling supervisors in agency, 
private practice, and school settings may also want to consider using social justice supervision to 
support counselors and subsequently clients (Baggerly, 2006; Ceballos et al., 2012; O’Connor, 2005). 
Furthermore, counselor educators teaching doctoral students may want to incorporate social justice 
supervision models into introductory supervision courses. Including these models into course 
content may in itself increase student interest in social justice (Swartz et al., 2018).

     Regardless of the setting in which supervisors implement social justice supervision, the findings 
suggest practical implications that supervisors can consider. First, supervisors appear to benefit from 
considering social justice supervision models in their work (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; 
Gentile et al., 2009). The findings in this study, plus previous research indicating positive outcomes for 
multicultural supervision (Chopra, 2013; Inman, 2006; Ladany et al., 2005), suggest that social justice 
supervision may potentially benefit counseling. Second, supervisors using social justice supervision 
may encounter supervisee confusion, discomfort, and/or enthusiasm when introduced to social justice 
supervision. These feelings also may change over the course of the supervisory relationship when 
learning about social justice. Third, supervisors ought to be mindful of all three tiers of Chang and 
colleagues’ (2009) social justice supervision model and a supervisee’s developmental match with each 
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tier. As seen in this study, supervisees may be best matched for the first and second tiers of the model 
(self-awareness and client services), but not the third tier (community collaboration). Supervisors 
would benefit from assessing a supervisee’s potential for understanding community collaboration 
before deciding to infuse its focus in supervision. 

     More research is needed to understand social justice supervision. A variety of future studies, 
including different models, methods, and settings, would benefit the counseling profession. For example, 
a study implementing the social justice supervision model proposed by Dollarhide and colleagues (2021) 
can add to the needed research in this field. Additional qualitative studies with diverse supervisees in 
different counseling settings would be helpful in understanding if the experiences participants reported 
encountering in this study are common in social justice supervision. Quantitative studies on social justice 
supervision interventions would also add to the profession’s knowledge on the value of social justice 
supervision. Lastly, studies on supervisees’ experiences in social justice supervision compared to other 
models would highlight benefits and drawbacks of multiple supervision models (Baggerly, 2006; Chang 
et al., 2009; Glosoff & Durham, 2010).

Conclusion

     In this article, we explored master’s-level counseling students’ experiences in social justice supervision 
via a qualitative case study. Through this exploration, we identified three themes reflecting participants’ 
experiences in social justice supervision: intersection of supervision experiences and external factors, 
feelings about social justice, and personal and professional growth, as well as two subthemes: increased 
understanding of privilege and increased understanding of clients. Findings suggest that social justice 
supervision may be a beneficial practice for supervisors and counselor educators to consider integrating 
in their work (Chang et al., 2009; Dollarhide et al., 2021; Gentile et al., 2009; Pester et al., 2020). Further 
research across contexts and with a range of methodologies is needed to better understand social justice 
supervision in practice.
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Appendix A
Semistructured Interview Questions

1.	 What brought you to this counseling program?
2.	 Overall, how would you describe your practicum experience last semester? 

a.	 Where did you complete your practicum?
b.	 How would you describe the population you worked with at your practicum?

3.	 What previous experience, if any, did you have with social justice prior to individual practicum  
       supervision?
4.	 During individual practicum supervision on campus last semester, what were some of your initial  
       thoughts and feelings about a social justice–infused supervision model? 
5.	 In what ways, if any, did those thoughts and feelings about social justice change throughout your  
      supervision experience? 

These next three questions address three areas of social justice that were incorporated into your individual 
practicum supervision model: self, students (clients), and institution (school or school districts). 

6.	 Do you think that the emphasis on social justice related to self (i.e., your power, privileges, and 
       experience with oppression) in individual practicum supervision on campus had any influence on you?

a.	 If yes, what influence did this emphasis have on you?
b.	 If no, why do you think that’s the case?

7.	 Do you think that the emphasis on social justice related to others (i.e., the sociopolitical context of    
       students, staff, etc.) in individual practicum supervision on campus had any influence on you?

a.	 If yes, what influence did this emphasis have on you?
b.	 If no, why do you think that’s the case?

8.	 Do you think that the emphasis on social justice related to institution (i.e., your practicum site, school  
      district) in individual practicum supervision on campus had any influence on you?

a.	 If yes, what influence did this emphasis have on you?
b.	 If no, why do you think that’s the case?

9.	 In what ways, if any, has the social justice emphasis in your individual practicum supervision  
       influenced you as a counselor?
10.	 In what ways, if any, has the social justice emphasis in your individual practicum supervision  
       influenced your development as a person?
11.	 How would you define social justice?
12.	 Is there anything else you would like to add regarding your experience in a social justice–infused   
       model of supervision last semester?
13.	 Is there anything else you’d like to share?
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