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Centering Social Justice in Counselor Education: 
How Student Perspectives Can Help

This mixed methods program evaluation study was designed to assist faculty in better understanding students’ 
multicultural and social justice training experiences, with the goal of improving program curriculum and 
instruction. It also offers a model for counselor educators to assess student experiences and to make changes 
that center social justice. A total of 139 first-semester students and advanced practicum students responded 
to an online survey. The Consensual Qualitative Research-Modified (CQR-M) method was used to analyze 
brief written narratives. The Multicultural Counseling Competence and Training Survey (MCCTS) and 
the Advocacy Competencies Self-Assessment Survey (ACSA) were used to triangulate the qualitative data. 
Qualitative findings revealed student growth in awareness, knowledge, skills, and action, particularly for 
advanced students, with many students reporting a desire for more social justice instruction. Some students 
of color reported microaggressions and concerns that training centers White students. Quantitative analyses 
generally supported the qualitative findings and showed advanced students reporting higher multicultural and 
advocacy competencies compared to beginning students. Implications for counselor education are discussed. 
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     In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic and the long-standing inequities it brought to light, many 
universities began examining the ways that injustice unfolds within their institutions (Mull, 2020). 
Arredondo et al. (2020) noted that counseling and counselor education continue to uphold white 
supremacy and center the experiences of White people within theories, training, and research. White 
supremacy culture promotes Whiteness as the norm and standard, intersects with and reinforces other 
forms of oppression, and shows up in institutions in both overt and covert ways, such as emphasis on 
individualism, avoidance of conflict, and prioritizing White comfort (Okun, 2021). Arredondo et al. 
(2020) called for counselor educators to engage in social justice advocacy and to unpack covert White 
supremacy in training programs. The present study investigated the multicultural and social justice 
training experiences of students in a Western United States counseling program so that counseling 
faculty can be empowered to uncover biases and better integrate social justice in the curriculum.

     Counselor education programs are products of the larger sociopolitical environment and dominant 
patriarchal, cis-heteronormative, Eurocentric culture that often fails to “challenge the hegemonic views 
that marginalize groups of people” which “perpetuate deficit-based ideologies” (Goodman et al., 
2015, p. 148). For example, the focus on the individual in traditional counseling theories can reinforce 
oppression by failing to address the role of systemic oppression in a client’s distress (Singh et al., 2020). 
Counseling theory textbooks usually provide an ancillary section at the end of each chapter focusing 
on multicultural issues (Cross & Reinhardt, 2017). White supremacy culture is so ubiquitous that it is 
typically invisible to those immersed within it (DiAngelo, 2018). It is not surprising then that counseling 
is often viewed as a White, middle-class endeavor, and BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and People of Color) 
clients frequently perceive that they should leave their cultural identities and experiences outside 
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the counseling session (Turner, 2018). Counselor educators have been encouraged to reflect on how 
Eurocentric curricula and pedagogy may marginalize students and seek liberatory teaching practices 
that promote critical consciousness (Sharma & Hipolito-Delgado, 2021). 

Students’ Perceptions of Their Growth, Learning Process, and Critiques of Their Training
     Studies of mostly White graduate students show gains in expanding awareness of their own 
biases and privilege, knowledge about other cultures and experiences of oppression, as well as the 
importance of empowering and advocating for clients (Beer et al., 2012; Collins et al., 2015; Sanabria & 
DeLorenzi, 2019; Singh et al., 2010). Others indicated the benefits of integrating feminist principles in 
treatment (Hoover & Morrow, 2016; Singh et al., 2010). Consciousness-raising and self-reflection were 
key parts of multicultural and social justice learning (Collins et al., 2015; Hoover & Morrow, 2016), 
and could be emotionally challenging. Indeed, Goodman et al. (2018) identified a theme of internal 
grappling reflecting students’ experiences of intellectual and emotional struggle; others noted students’ 
experiences of overwhelm and isolation (Singh et al., 2010), as well as resistance, such as withdrawing or 
dismissing information that challenged their existing belief system (Seward, 2019). Researchers have also 
documented student complaints about their social justice training; for example, that social justice is not 
well integrated or that there was inadequate coverage of skills and action (Collins et al., 2015). Kozan and 
Blustein (2018) found that even among programs that espouse social justice, there was a lack of training 
in macro level advocacy skills. Barriers to engaging in advocacy included: lack of time (Field et al., 2019; 
Singh et al., 2010), emotional exhaustion stemming from observations of the harms caused by systemic 
inequities (Sanabria & DeLorenzi, 2019), and ill-informed supervisors (Sanabria & DeLorenzi, 2019).

     The studies reviewed thus relied on samples of mainly White, cisgender, heterosexual women. 
Some noted that education on social justice is often centered on helping White students expand their 
awareness (Haskins & Singh, 2015). In one study focused on challenges faced by students of color, 
participants expressed frustration with the lack of diversity among their professors, classmates, and 
curriculum (Seward, 2019). Participants also experienced marginalization and disconnection when 
professors and students made offensive or culturally uninformed comments and when course content 
focused on teaching students with privileged identities. Students from marginalized communities 
also face isolation in academic settings and sometimes question the multicultural competence of their 
professors (Haskins & Singh, 2015), which in turn contributes to the underrepresentation of students of 
color in counseling and psychology (Arney et al., 2019). 

The Present Study

     Counselor educators must critically examine their curriculum, course materials, and overall learning 
climate for students (Haskins & Singh, 2015). Listening to students’ experiences and perceptions of 
their training offers faculty an opportunity to model cultural humility, gain useful feedback, and make 
necessary changes. Given the increased recognition of racial trauma and societal inequities, it is critical 
that counseling programs engage with students of diverse backgrounds as they seek to shift their 
pedagogy. Historically, academic institutions have responded to student demands with performative 
action rather than meaningful change (Zetzer, 2021). This mixed methods study is part of a larger 
process of counseling faculty working to invite student feedback and question internalized assumptions 
and biases in order to implement real change. The goal of program evaluation is to investigate strengths 
and weaknesses in order to improve the program (Royse et al., 2010). According to the 2024 Council 
for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP) standards, program 
evaluation is essential to assess and improve the program (CACREP, 2023). Thus, the purpose of this 
program evaluation study was to understand students’ self-assessment and experiences with the 
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counseling program’s curriculum in the area of multicultural and social justice advocacy, with the 
overarching goal of program curriculum and instruction improvement. This article offers counselor 
educators a model of how to assess program effectiveness in multicultural and social justice teaching 
and practical suggestions based on the findings. The research questions were: What are beginning 
and advanced students’ self-perceptions regarding their multicultural and social justice advocacy 
competencies? What are beginning and advanced students’ perceptions of the multicultural and social 
justice advocacy competencies training they are receiving in their program?

Method

     We employed a mixed method, embedded design in which the quantitative data offered a supportive 
and secondary role to the qualitative results (Creswell et al., 2003). Qualitative and mixed methods 
research designs are particularly useful in program evaluation (Royse et al., 2010). Mixed method 
approaches also offer value in research that centers social justice advocacy, as the integration of diverse 
methodological techniques within a single study fosters the understanding of multiple perspectives and 
facilitates a deeper comprehension of intricate issues (Ponterotto et al., 2013). We used an online survey 
to collect written narratives (qualitative) and survey data (quantitative) from two counseling courses: 
a beginning counseling course in the first semester (beginning students), and an advanced practicum 
course, taken by those who had completed at least part of their year-long practicum (advanced students). 

Participants
     Participants were counseling students enrolled in a CACREP-accredited program at a large West 
Coast public university in the United States that is both a federally designated Hispanic-serving 
institution and an Asian American and Native American Pacific Islander–serving institution. Responses 
were collected from two courses, which included 94 beginning students (84% response rate) and 
62 advanced students (71% response rate). Twelve percent of the advanced practicum students also 
completed the survey when they were first-semester (beginning) students. The mean age of the 
139 participants was 27.7 (SD = 7.11), ranging from 20 to 58 years. Racial identifications were 40.3% 
White, 33.1% Latinx, 14.4% Asian, 7.2% Biracial or Multiracial, 2.9% Black, 0.7% Middle Eastern, 0.7% 
American Indian/Alaska Native, and 0.7% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander. The majority identified 
as women (82.0%), followed by 14.4% as men, and 2.9% as nonbinary/queer. Students self-identified as 
heterosexual (71.2%), bisexual (11.5%), lesbian/gay (6.5%), queer (4.3%), pansexual (1.4%), and about 
1% each as asexual, heteroflexible, and unsure. About 19.4% of students were enrolled in a bilingual/
bicultural (Spanish/Latinx) emphasis within the program. 

Procedure
     After receiving university IRB approval, graduate students enrolled in the first-semester beginning 
counseling course (fall 2018 and 2019) or the advanced practicum course (summer 2019 and 2020) were 
asked to complete an online survey through Qualtrics with both quantitative measures and open-
ended questions as part of their preparation for class discussion. Students were informed that this 
homework would not be graded and was not intended to “test” their knowledge but rather would 
serve as an opportunity to reflect on their experience of the program’s multicultural and social justice 
training. Students were also given the option to participate in the current study by giving permission 
for their answers to be used. Those who consented were asked to continue to complete the demographic 
questionnaire. In accordance with the American Counseling Association Code of Ethics (2014), students 
were informed that there would be no repercussions for not participating. A faculty member outside 
the counseling program managed the collection of and access to the raw data in order to protect the 
identities of the students and ensure that their participation or lack of participation in the study could 
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not affect their grade for the course or standing in the program. All students, regardless of participation 
status, were given the option to enter an opportunity drawing for a small cash prize ($20 for data 
collection in 2018 and 2019, $25 for 2020) through a separate link not connected to their survey responses. 

Data Collection
     We collected brief written qualitative data and responses to two quantitative measures from both 
beginning and advanced students. 

Qualitative Data
     The faculty developed open-ended questions that would elicit student feedback on their multicultural 
and social justice training. Prior to beginning the counseling program, first-semester students were asked 
two questions about their experiences and impressions: How would you describe your knowledge 
about and interest in multiculturalism/diversity and social justice from a personal and/or academic 
perspective? and How would you describe your initial impressions or experience of the focus on 
multicultural and social justice in the program so far? They were also asked, if it was relevant, to include 
their experience in the Latinx counseling emphasis program component. Advanced students, who were 
seeing clients, were asked the same questions and also asked to: Consider/describe how this experience 
of multiculturalism and social justice in the program may impact you personally and professionally 
(particularly in work with clients) in the future.  

Quantitative Data
     Two instruments were selected to quantitatively assess students’ perceptions of their own 
multicultural and advocacy competencies. The Multicultural Counseling Competence and Training 
Survey (MCCTS; Holcomb-McCoy & Myers, 1999) is designed to assess counselors’ perceptions of their 
multicultural competence and the effectiveness of their training. The survey contains 32 statements 
for which participants answer on a 4-point Likert scale (not competent, somewhat competent, competent, 
extremely competent). Sample items include: “I can discuss family therapy from a cultural/ethnic 
perspective” and “I am able to discuss how my culture has influenced the way I think.” The reliability 
coefficients for each of the five components of the MCCTS ranged from .66 to .92: Multicultural 
Knowledge (.92), Multicultural Awareness (.92), Definitions of Terms (.79), Knowledge of Racial Identity 
Development Theories (.66), and Multicultural Skills (.91; Holcomb-McCoy & Myers, 1999). In this 
study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged from .75 to .96. 

     The Advocacy Competencies Self-Assessment Survey (ACSA; Ratts & Ford, 2010) assesses for 
competency and effectiveness across six domains: (a) client/student empowerment, (b) community 
collaboration, (c) public information, (d) client/student advocacy, (e) systems advocacy, and (f) social/
political advocacy. It contains 30 statements that ask participants to respond with “almost always,” 
“sometimes,” or “almost never.” Sample questions include “I help clients identify external barriers that 
affect their development” and “I lobby legislators and policy makers to create social change.” Although 
Ratts and Ford (2010) did not provide psychometrics of the original ACSA, it was validated with 
mental health counselors (Bvunzawabaya, 2012), suggesting an adequate internal consistency for the 
overall measure, but not the specific domains. In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranged 
from .69 to.79 for the six domains, and .94 for the overall scale. For the purposes of this study, we were 
not interested in specific domains and used the overall scale to assess students’ overall social justice/
advocacy competencies.
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Data Analysis
Qualitative Data Analysis 
     To analyze the qualitative data, we used Consensual Qualitative Research-Modified (CQR-M; 
Spangler et al., 2012), which was based on Hill et al.’s (2005) CQR but modified for larger numbers 
of participants with briefer responses. In contrast to the in-depth analysis of a small number of 
interviews, CQR-M was ideal for our data, which consisted of brief written responses from 139 
participants. CQR-M involves a consensus process rather than interrater reliability among judges, 
who discuss and code the narratives, and relies on a bottom-up approach, in which categories  
(i.e., themes) are derived directly from the data rather than using a pre-existing thematic structure. 
Frequencies (i.e., how many participants were represented in each category) are then calculated. We 
analyzed the beginning and advanced students’ responses separately, as the questions were adjusted 
for their time spent in the program.

     After immersing themselves in the data, the first two authors, Sapna B. Chopra and Rebekah 
Smart, met to outline a preliminary coding structure, then met repeatedly to revise the coding into 
more abstract categories and subcategories. The computer program NVivo was used to organize the 
coding process and determine frequencies. After all data were coded, the fifth author, Eric W. Price, 
served as auditor and provided feedback on the overall coding structure. Both the consensus process 
and use of an auditor are helpful in countering biases and preconceptions. Brief quantitative data, as 
used in this study, can be used effectively as a means of triangulation (Spangler et al., 2012).

Quantitative Data Analysis
     To examine for significant differences in the self-perceptions of multicultural competencies and 
advocacy competencies between White and BIPOC students as well as between beginning and 
advanced students, a two-way (2x2) ANOVA was conducted with the overall MCCT as the criterion 
variable and student levels (beginning, advanced) and race (White, BIPOC) as the two independent 
variables. In addition, two (5x2) multivariate analyses of variances (MANOVAs) were conducted 
with the five factors of multicultural competencies (knowledge, awareness, definition of terms, racial 
identity, and skills) as criterion variables and with student levels (beginning, advanced) and student 
races (White, BIPOC) as independent variables in each analysis. Data for beginning and advanced 
students were analyzed separately to assess whether time in the counseling program helped to 
expand their interest and commitment to social justice. 

Research Team
     We were intentional in examining our own social identities and potential biases throughout the 
research process. Chopra is a second-generation South Asian American, heterosexual, cisgender 
woman. Smart is a White European American, heterosexual, cisgender woman. Yuying Tsong 
identifies as a genderqueer first-generation Taiwanese and Chinese American immigrant. Olga L. 
Mejía is an Indigenous-identified Mexican immigrant, bisexual, cisgender woman. Price is a White, 
gay, cisgender male. All have experience as counselor educators and in qualitative research methods, 
and all have been actively engaged in decolonizing their syllabi and incorporating multicultural and 
social justice into their pedagogy. 
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Results

     The research process was guided by the overarching question: What are beginning and advanced 
counseling students’ perceptions of their multicultural and social justice competencies and training 
and how can their feedback be used to improve their counselor education program? We explore the 
qualitative findings first, as the primary data for the study, followed by the quantitative data.  

Qualitative Findings for Beginning Counseling Students
     Two higher-order categories emerged from the beginning students’ narratives: developing 
competencies and learning process so far.

Developing Competencies 
     Students’ descriptions of the competencies they were developing included themes of awareness, 
knowledge, and skills and action. Some students entered the program with an already heightened 
awareness, while others were making new discoveries. Awareness included subthemes of humility 
(24.5%), awareness of own privilege (6.4%), and awareness of bias (3.2%). “There’s a lot to learn” was a 
typical sentiment, particularly from White students. One White female student wrote: “I definitely need 
more and I believe that open discussions, even hard ones would be some of the best ways to go about 
this.” A large group expressed knowledge of oppression and systemic inequities (33%); a smaller group 
referenced intersectionality (3.2%). Within skills and action, some students expressed specific intentions 
in allyship (11.7%); a number of students expressed commitment to social action but felt unsure how to 
engage in social justice (11.7%). 

Learning Process So Far 
     Central themes in this category were support for growth, concerns in training, and internal challenges. 
Some students felt excited and supported, while some were cautiously optimistic or concerned. Support 
for growth was a strong theme that reflected excited and enthusiastic to learn (22.3%); appreciation for 
the Latinx emphasis (18.1%); and receiving support from professors and program (17.0%). For example, 
one Mexican student in the Latinx emphasis who noted that mental health was rarely discussed in her 
family shared: “For me to see that there is a program that teaches students how to communicate to 
individuals who are unsure of what counseling is about, gave me a sense of happiness and relief.” 

     A few students were adopting a wait-and-see attitude and expressed some concerns about their 
training. Although the percentage for these subthemes is low, they provide an important experience 
that we want to amplify. This theme had multiple subthemes. The subtheme concerns from students 
of color included centering White students (3.2%), microaggressions (3.2%), and lack of representation 
(1.1%). A student who identified as a Mexican immigrant shared experiences of microaggressions, 
including classmates using a hurtful derogatory phrase referring to immigrants with no comment 
from the professor until the student raised the issue. Concerns in training also included the subtheme 
concerns with how material is presented in classes (7.0%). For some, the concern related to the potential 
for harm in classes in which White and BIPOC students were encouraged to process issues of privilege 
and oppression. For example, one Asian Pacific Islander student wrote that although they appreciated 
the emphasis on social justice, “Time always runs out and I believe it’s careless and dangerous to cut 
off these types of conversations in a rushed manner.” A small minority seemed to suggest a backlash to 
the emphasis on social justice, stating that the content was presented in ways that were too “politically 
correct,” “biased,” or “repetitive.” 
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     Multiple subthemes emerged from the theme of internal challenges. Both BIPOC and White students 
shared feeling afraid to speak up (5.3%). BIPOC students expressed struggling with confidence or 
wanting to avoid conflict, while White students’ fear of speaking up was also connected to discomfort 
and uncertainty as a White person (2.1%). A small minority of White students did not express explicit 
discomfort but seemed to engage in a color-blind strategy, as indicated in the theme of people are 
people (2.1%): “I find people are people, regardless of any differences, and love hearing the good 
and bad about everybody’s experiences.” Some students of color expressed limited knowledge about 
cultures other than one’s own (4.3%). For example, an Asian American student stated that they had 
gravitated to “those who were most similar to me” growing up. Lastly, a few students shared feeling 
overwhelmed and exhausted (3.2%). 

Qualitative Findings for Advanced Counseling Students
     Four higher-order themes emerged: competencies in process, multiculturalism and diversity in the 
program, social justice in the program, and the learning process.

Competencies in Process 
     Similar to beginning students, advanced students described growing self-awareness, knowledge 
and awareness of others, skills, and action. Their disclosures often related to clinical work, now that 
they had been seeing clients. Self-awareness included strong subthemes of: humility and desire to keep 
learning (25.8%); increased open-mindedness, acceptance of others, and compassion (22.6%); awareness 
of personal privilege and oppression (17.7%); awareness of personal bias and value systems (17.7%); 
and awareness of personal cultural identity (14.5%). One Mexican American student wrote: “I have also 
gained an increased awareness of how my prejudices can impact my work with clients and learned 
about how to check-in with myself.” 

     Knowledge and awareness of others had subthemes of privilege and oppression (19.4%) and 
increased knowledge of culture (14.5%), with awareness of the potential impact on clients. The advanced 
students also had more to say about skills, which included subthemes of diversity considerations in 
conceptualization (29%), and in treatment (12.9%), and cultural conversations in the therapy room (21%). 
One White student wrote: “I have been able to have difficult conversations that once were unheard of. I 
have also been able to bring culture, ethnicity, and oppression into the room so that my clients can feel 
understood and safe.” Within the theme of action, 52% wrote about their commitment to social justice 
and intention to advocate. Although this strongest subtheme suggested action was still more aspirational 
than currently enacted, a smaller group also wrote about the experiences that they have already had 
with client advocacy (12.9%), community and/or political action (12.9%), and unspecified action (11.3%).

Multiculturalism and Diversity in the Program
     Many students (44%) indicated that they appreciated that multicultural issues were integrated or 
addressed well within the program. However, with more time spent in the program, 26% felt that 
there was more nuance, depth, or scope needed. Some wanted more attention to specific issues, such as 
disability, gender identity, and religion/spirituality. One Asian American student wrote that the focus 
had been “basic and surface-level,” adding “I feel like it has also generally catered to the protection of 
White feelings and voices, which is inherently complicit in the system of White supremacy, especially in 
higher ed.” Others (9.7%) said more training in clinical application was needed. 



142

The Professional Counselor | Volume 14, Issue 2

Social Justice in the Program
     Students expressed a variety of opinions. The largest number (29%) were satisfied that social justice 
issues were well integrated into the program. Although more students were satisfied than not, many 
(24%) noted that social justice is addressed but not demonstrated. Similarly, 24% noted minimal 
attention, specifically that social justice was not addressed much beyond the one course focused on 
culture, and 24% noted a desire for more opportunities within the program to engage in advocacy. 
Some suggested requiring social justice work rather than leaving it as an optional activity. Others 
(13%), mostly from 2020, noted the relevance of current events and sociopolitical climate. One White 
student shared about a presentation on Black Lives Matter: “This project opened my eyes to my limited 
knowledge of systemic oppression in the U.S. and impacted me in ways that I will NEVER be the 
same.” A small number of students (3%) reported that there was no need or room for more training in 
social justice. One White student wrote that they felt “frustrated” and that the social justice “agenda is 
so in my face all the time,” adding “sometimes I feel like I am being trained to be an advocate and an 
activist, which is/are a different job.”

The Learning Process
     Three central themes emerged: enrichment experienced, challenges, and suggestions for change. Many 
students were appreciative of their experience. A strong subtheme within enrichment experienced was 
professors’ encouragement and modeling (24%). Others commented on how much came from learning 
from peers (21%). Some shared feeling personally empowered (14.5%). For example, a student who 
identified as coming from an Asian culture wrote about the hesitancy to be an activist, stating, “There 
is an underlying belief that our voices will not really ever be heard which is strongly tied to systemic 
oppression and racism throughout history. Consequently, I appreciate this challenge to grow more in 
social justice issues.” Others shared ways that the program prompted them to engage in social justice 
outside the classroom (11.3%). For example, one student wrote: “This program gave me the knowledge 
and education I needed to make sure that when I did speak out I wasn’t just talking to talk. I would 
actually have facts, stats, evidence-based research to back up my argument.” A number of students noted 
the unique benefits of the Latinx program (9.7%). One Mexican American student reflected that they had 
learned about diversity within Latinx cultures, and that, “As a result, I feel more confident in being able 
to serve clients from various Latinx cultures or at least know where to obtain relevant information when 
needed.” Many students expressed a sense of belonging (8.1%). 

     Challenges. Nearly 10% wrote about struggling to make time [for social justice] and 6.5% noted 
the emotional impact. For example, one White student wrote: “It was a rude and brutal awakening, 
to say the least. It was riddled with emotion and heartache but was worth the process.” A few had 
conflicted or mixed feelings (8.1%)—they felt appreciative but wanted more. A few noted possible harm 
to marginalized students (6.5%). One Asian American student wrote that faculty should be “calling 
out microaggressions . . . otherwise, their stance on social justice feels more performative and about 
protecting their own liability rather than caring for their students of color.” A smaller number (4.8%) 
struggled with peers and colleagues who seemed uninformed. 

     Suggestions for Change. Students offered suggestions for improvement, with a strong theme to 
develop more diverse representation (16.1%), including more representation in faculty, students, case 
examples, and class discussions. Some comments were specifically about needed attention to Black 
experiences; one concerned teaching about resiliencies and strengths in the face of oppression. Almost 
15% suggested making changes to courses or curriculum. One White student wrote: “If it were me 
running the program (lol) I would . . . remove the culture class and have all those topics embedded 
into the fabric of each class because culture and diversity are in all those topics.” A few suggested that 
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faculty require social justice assignments (8.1%), adding that many students will not act unless required. 
A few also suggested that the program provide more education of White students (8.1%).  

Quantitative Findings	
     Quantitative analyses were conducted to provide triangulation for the qualitative findings and a 
different view of the data, including possible differences between BIPOC and White students and 
beginning and advanced students. Table 1 includes descriptive statistics providing an overview of 
beginning and advanced students’ self-perception of their multicultural and social justice competencies.

Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of Competencies 

Multicultural Social Justice/Advocacy
N Mean SD Mean SD

White Beginning 35 2.58 .50 62.97 24.23
Advanced 27 3.09 .38 76.07 19.11
Total 62 2.80 .52 68.68 22.93

BIPOC Beginning 59 2.66 .56 63.05 29.30
Advanced 35 3.01 .30 77.14 20.71
Total 94 2.79 .51 68.30 27.19

Total Beginning 94 2.63 .54 63.02 27.39
Advanced 62 3.05 .34 76.68 19.87
Total 156 2.80 .51 68.45 25.51

     To examine if there were discernable differences between the beginning and advanced students’ 
perceptions of their competencies, and if there were differences between White and BIPOC students, 
a two-way (2x2) ANOVA was conducted with the overall MCCT as the criterion variable and student 
levels (beginning, advanced) and race (White, BIPOC) as the two independent variables. Results 
indicated that although there were no interaction effects between race and student levels, there were 
significant differences in overall multicultural competencies between beginning and advanced students, 
F(1, 152) = 30.54, p < .001, indicating that advanced practicum students reported significantly higher 
overall multicultural competencies than beginning students. There were no statistically significant 
differences between White and BIPOC students in their overall multicultural competencies. Two 
(5x2) MANOVAs were conducted with the five factors of multicultural competencies as criterion 
variables (knowledge, awareness, definition of terms, racial identity, and skills). Student levels 
(beginning, advanced) and student race (White, BIPOC) were independent variables. Results indicated 
that there were significant differences between beginning and advanced students in at least one of 
the multicultural competencies components, Wilks’ Lambda = .72, F(5, 150) = 11.97, p < .001. More 
specifically, follow-up univariate ANOVAs indicated that advanced students reported significantly 
higher multicultural competencies in their knowledge, F(1, 154) = 43.74, p < .001, µ2 = .22; awareness, 
F(1, 154) = 6.20, p = .014, µ2 = .04; and racial identity, F(1, 154) = 43.17, p < .001, µ2 = .21. However, there 
were no significant differences in definitions of terms or skills. Even though there were no significant 
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differences between White and BIPOC students in their overall multicultural competencies, the results 
of the 5x2 MANOVA indicated that there were significant differences in at least one of the components, 
Wilks’ Lambda = .87, F(5, 150) = 4.49, p = .001. Follow-up univariate ANOVAs indicated that White 
students reported higher multicultural competencies in racial identity than BIPOC students in this 
study, F(1, 154) = 4.51, p = .035, µ2 = .03. There were no differences in the other areas.

     A two-way (2x2) ANOVA was conducted with the overall ACSA as the criterion variable and student 
levels (beginning, advanced) and race (White, BIPOC) as the two independent variables. Results 
indicated that while there were no interaction effects between race and student levels, there were 
significant differences in overall advocacy competencies between beginning and advanced students, 
F(1, 152) = 10.78, p = .001, indicating that advanced students reported significantly higher overall 
advocacy competencies (M = 76.68) than beginning students (M = 63.02). There were no statistically 
significant differences between White and BIPOC students in their overall advocacy competencies.

Discussion

     This study was designed to examine students’ experiences of their multicultural and social justice 
training as an aspect of program evaluation, specifically to assist faculty in improving curriculum and 
instruction with regard to multicultural and advocacy competencies; the study also offers a unique 
contribution to existing literature by including a more racially diverse (60% BIPOC) sample. Students 
reported growth in the core areas of multicultural and social justice competency as outlined by Ratts 
et al. (2016): awareness, knowledge, skills, and action. Consistent with Field et al.’s (2019) findings, 
students reported more growth in awareness and knowledge than in social justice action, with some 
differences as students moved through the program. Although beginning students identified personal 
biases, the theme of self-awareness was more complex for them later in the program. This suggests that 
a longer time spent in the program contributed to personal growth; although this seems expected, these 
outcomes have not necessarily been examined before and confirm that the programs’ increasing effort 
on multiculturalism and social justice are showing gains. The advanced students wrote about clinical 
application as well and made overt statements of their commitment to social justice. The quantitative 
results supported these qualitative findings, with advanced students reporting higher multicultural 
competencies in knowledge, awareness, and racial identity and higher overall advocacy competencies 
compared to beginning students. With one exception, there were no significant differences between 
White and BIPOC students in their self-assessment of multicultural or advocacy competencies. Across 
racial groups, students expressed humility and desire to learn more.

     Although students expressed mixed opinions about their experience of the multicultural and social 
justice training, a greater number of advanced students reported that they thought multicultural (44%) 
and social justice issues (30%) were well integrated into the program compared to the number of 
students with critiques. Students reported that support from faculty and peers facilitated their growth 
and learning, consistent with previous research (e.g., Beer et al., 2012; Keum & Miller, 2020). Some 
students noted a sense of belonging, particularly those in the Latinx emphasis. 

     Similar to other researchers, we found that many students wanted social justice issues to be integrated 
across the curriculum rather than into one course (Beer et al., 2012; Collins et al., 2015); they also wanted 
more focus on skills and action (Collins et al., 2015; Kozan & Blustein, 2018). Students’ scores on the 
ACSA advocacy competencies scale reflect this gap in training as well. Though fewer students offered 
critiques of their training, these responses are important to amplify because some of these concerns are 
rarely solicited or acknowledged. For example, BIPOC students echoed the challenges faced by students 
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in Seward’s (2019) study, including lack of representation in their faculty, classmates, and curriculum 
as well as feelings of marginalization when microaggressions in the classroom went unchecked and 
when instruction centered the needs of White students. Additionally, a few advanced students from 
2020, during a time of significant racial-sociopolitical uprising in the United States, expressed concern 
that class discussions potentially caused harm to students from marginalized communities. Though 
more students expressed a desire for greater in-depth training, a small minority of mostly White 
students indicated that they did not want more social justice training and would rather focus solely on 
traditional counseling skills. These different student perspectives point to the challenges of teaching 
social justice amidst diverse political and ideological backgrounds and the need to increase community 
and collaboration.  

Listening to Student Feedback and Implications for Decolonizing Program Curriculum
     This study’s findings support the benefits of listening to students’ voices related to multicultural 
and social justice to inform counselor educators on program strengths and areas for growth. Although 
student feedback was not the sole impetus for making program changes, accessing this more detailed 
response was helpful in refining our purpose and direction, as well as highlighting weaknesses. 
Perhaps more important was the faculty’s willingness to engage in this self-reflective process and to 
take necessary actions. Rather than waiting for exit interview feedback from graduating students, 
counselor educators can conduct ongoing program evaluations through anonymous online surveys 
as well as town hall meetings that invite students to share their process of learning, perceptions of the 
cultural climate, and experiences of microaggressions. We have a growing understanding that during 
such evaluations great care needs to be taken for building safety, so as not to retraumatize students 
from marginalized communities. Based on the results and a series of Zoom town hall meetings, we 
have implemented changes, such as more consistent integration of social justice across the curriculum; 
training and day-long retreats focused on increasing faculty competence; faculty participation in 
Academics for Black Survival and Wellness, an intensive training led by Dr. Della Mosely and Pearis 
Bellamy; accountability support groups in social justice work; and decolonizing syllabi and class 
content (e.g., including BIPOC voices and non–APA-style writing assignments). Faculty have also 
made significant modifications to course materials. For example, beginning students complete weekly 
modules that include readings and exercises from The Racial Healing Handbook (Singh, 2019), and 
students study Liberation Psychology during the first week of theories class so they can consider ways 
to decolonize more traditional models throughout the semester. These strategies have been helpful in 
preparing students for more difficult conversations surrounding anti-racism in more advanced courses 
throughout the program. Forming faculty accountability partners or small groups is helpful so that 
faculty can support each other as a part of their ongoing development in addressing internalized White 
supremacy and avoiding harm to students. 

     Student feedback also called attention to the need for self-care, which our program continues to 
explore. Consistent with previous research (Collins et al., 2015; L. A. Goodman et al., 2018; Hoover & 
Morrow, 2016; Singh et al., 2010), students reported that their multicultural and social justice learning 
was often accompanied by moments of overwhelm, hopelessness, and despair. Without tools to manage 
these emotions, some students may retreat into defensiveness and withdrawal (Seward, 2019), and 
some may experience activist burnout (Gorski, 2019). Sustainability is necessary for effective social 
change efforts (Toporek & Ahluwalia, 2021). Counseling programs can offer resources and guidance for 
students to practice self-care with counselor educators modeling self-care behavior. For example, the 
Psychology of Radical Healing Collective (Chen et al., 2019) offered strategies to practice radical self-
care, including making space for one’s own healing, finding joy and a sense of belonging, and engaging 
in advocacy at the local community level. Mindfulness practices can be integrated into social justice 
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education to help students and counselor educators manage difficult emotions, increase their ability to 
be present, and strengthen compassion and curiosity (Berila, 2016). In addition to individual self-care 
practices, counselor educators can advocate for community care by tending to the community’s needs 
and drawing on collective experience and wisdom (Gorski, 2019).

     The findings point to the need for counselor educators to better address Whiteness and White 
supremacy, as well as to center the experiences of students from marginalized communities. Counselor 
educators may be able to mobilize and direct White students’ feelings of guilt into racial consciousness 
and action by helping them explore Whiteness, White privilege, and what it means to them while 
allowing and confronting feelings that arise (Grzanka et al., 2019). It may be helpful for educators to 
read and assign books on White fragility and ways to address it (DiAngelo, 2018; Helms, 2020; Saad, 
2020), so that they can assist White students in managing these emotions. It is important that educators 
explicitly name and recognize White supremacy as it shows up in counseling theory and practice, 
and to include a shift from the primary focus on the individual to understanding and dismantling 
oppressive systems. Counselor educators must also attend to the ways in which they center the comfort 
of White students over the needs of BIPOC students, so that they do not perpetuate harm and trauma 
(Galán et al., 2021). Although students with privileged identities may learn powerful lessons about 
oppression from their classmates, it is important that such learning does not occur at the expense of 
students with marginalized identities. Offering spaces for White students, especially those who are 
new to conversations about race and racism, to process their feelings may be helpful to avoid harm 
to BIPOC students who have experienced racial trauma. Similarly, BIPOC students may benefit from 
spaces in which they can talk freely and support each other as they unpack their own experiences of 
microaggressions and trauma (Galán et al., 2021).

     Based on the finding that support from faculty was important in facilitating student growth and 
learning, counselor educators may benefit from implementing strategies informed by relational pedagogy 
and relational–cultural theory (Dorn-Medeiros et al., 2020). Relational pedagogy centers the relationship 
between teachers and students and posits that all learning takes place in relationships. Relational–cultural 
theory emphasizes mutual empathy and empowerment and is rooted in feminist multicultural principles. 
Practices grounded in these approaches include professors’ use of self-disclosure to model openness, 
vulnerability, and self-reflection; and their work to reduce power imbalances and invite student feedback 
at multiple points in time through anonymous surveys and one-on-one meetings. Counselor educators 
can uplift students as the experts of their experience (Sharma & Hipolito-Delgado, 2021).

Limitations and Future Research
     The results of this study must be considered in light of a number of limitations. The use of the online 
survey meant that we were not able to follow up with students for further discussion or clarification of 
their responses. Adding focus groups or interviews to this methodology would likely provide a more 
thorough picture. In spite of assurances to the contrary, some students may have been hesitant to be 
honest out of concern that their own professors would be reading their feedback. It is possible that 
different themes would have emerged if all students had participated. In addition, 12% of the advanced 
students had participated as beginning students and therefore were previously exposed to the survey 
materials. Although this could have impacted their later responses, we suspect that given the nearly 
2-year time lapse this may not have been meaningful. Nevertheless, future research and program 
evaluation would be strengthened with longitudinal analyses. Lastly, the reliability for the ACSA was 
relatively low, so conclusions are tentative; however, the results support the qualitative data. Despite 
these limitations, this study offers a model for assessing students’ learning and experiences with the 
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goal of program improvement. The process of counselor educators humbling themselves and inviting 
and integrating student feedback is an important step in decolonizing counselor education and better 
serving students and the clients and communities that they will serve.
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