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The Next Step in the Public  
Recognition/Acceptance  
of Professional Counselors 

Don W. Locke 
President, American Counseling Association 

Thanks for the opportunity to share with you a concept that I think will be one of the next steps in the development of our 
counseling profession. Over the past thirty years professional counselors have come to be recognized by the public and other 
helping professions as significant contributors within the mental health community.  National training standards have been 
developed and counselor training programs have and are seeking to meet those standards.  Mississippi now has training pro-
grams in institutions throughout the state that meet the rigorous requirements for accreditation by the Council for the Accre-
ditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP).  Mississippi, along with all fifty states, has license op-
portunities for professional counselors and LPCs are being employed in a wide variety of settings.  All counselors can also 
seek national certification through the National Board for Certified Counselors (NBCC).  Credentials for Mississippi school 
counselors are supported by legislation and routes exist other than teaching to enter the field.  

Public perception and acceptance of professional counselor has increased significantly with each additional level of credita-
bility that professional counselors have obtained.  As professional counselors have developed their skills through supervised 
clinical practice their ability to serve clients has also increased.  Mississippi could well be served even more efficiently in the 
future by individuals who have acquired additional advanced clinical skills. These skills could be achieved through the com-
pletion of a clinical doctorate.  Several professions (e.g. Nursing, Psychology, Pharmacy) have developed clinical or profes-
sional doctorates and several are offered at institutions in Mississippi. These doctoral or “terminal” degrees are not designed 
according to the traditional research based, dissertation upon completion of coursework format.  This type of doctorate is not 
designed for individuals planning a teaching career within the profession.  The degree is designed to meet the needs of the 
practitioner who is serving clients in a variety of settings as a professional counselor.   

Professional counselors with the LPC designation many times are perceived by the public as “mid level” helping profession-
als since they do not hold a doctorate.  The professional or clinical doctorate could be the next step in our profession to elimi-
nate this concept.  Hopefully you will be seeing this type of doctorate offered in the near future in Mississippi and throughout 
the country.  I believe that it is an idea that has a place in our profession and one that will provide a stronger and more expe-
rienced counselor for the public’s that we serve.    
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Eighteen students enrolled in a professional orientation and ethics course as part of a counseling training program 
participated in a study designed to assess the cognitive complexity of first semester master’s counseling students.  
We used the one-minute question and analyzed the results based on Bloom’s taxonomy for the cognitive domain.  
Results suggest a relationship between course content and level of cognitive development.  Implications for coun-
selor training and development are discussed.  
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One of the basic premises for a counselor education program 
is the development of a strong counselor identity (Hansen, 
2003).  Brott & Myers (1999) argued that professional iden-
tity serves as the framework through which professional 
counselors reference their roles and decisions.  The Council 
on Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational 
Programs (CACREP) 2009 Standards highlight the impor-
tance of identity development and stress the need for profes-
sional counselors to have curricular experiences that set the 
framework for growth and development of this identity.  
Humanism serves as the value system through which coun-
selors develop a professional identity that guides their work 
(Hansen, 2000).  Researchers note the importance of cogni-
tive complexity in the identity development of professional 
counselors (Auxier, Hughes, & Kline, 2003; Brott & Myers; 
Granello, 2001; Owen & Lindley, 2010; Steward, Boat-
wright, Sauer, Baden, & Jackson, 1998). 

Cognitive Complexity 

Cognitive complexity describes the steps by which individu-
als move from a simplistic, concrete view of the world to a 
better understanding of their own values, affirmations, and 
commitments that influence the totality of their experiences 
(Perry, 1970).  Based on Perry’s (1970) research, Erwin 
(1983) identified four levels of cognitive development for 
counselors: dualism, relativism, commitment, and empathy.  
According to Erwin (1983), counselors move from seeking 
authority to help define issues in clear-cut, dichotomous 
terms to understanding the importance of life decisions in 

terms of their impact on other people.  The counseling litera-
ture supports the importance of cognitive complexity in 
counselor development (Birk & Mahalik, 1996; Granello, 
2000, 2010; Hansen, 2010; Lovell, 1999; Owen & Lindley, 
2010; Welfare & Borders, 2010).  

Birk and Mahalik (1996) noted that counselors-in-
training who displayed higher levels of cognitive complexity 
focused on their effectiveness and appeared less anxious 
than those who displayed lower levels of cognitive complex-
ity.  Spengler and Strohmer (1994) studied 119 doctoral lev-
el counseling psychologists and found that individual differ-
ences in cognitive complexity moderated the cognitive 
processes that create bias in the students’ clinical judgment. 
Borders (1989), Granello (2001), and Welfare and Borders 
(2010) concluded that higher levels of cognitive complexity 
related to clinicians’ ability to provide a more detailed and 
comprehensive clinical assessment of client characteristics.  
The challenge for counselor educators is to enhance the cog-
nitive development of counselors-in-training by providing 
learning opportunities designed to challenge critical thinking 
skills.  One such approach is the use of Bloom’s Taxonomy 
(Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwol, 1956) in devel-
oping a curriculum to enhance identity development and and 
to increase cognitive complexity. 
 
Correspondence regarding this article should be addressed to 
Shawn Spurgeon, The Department of Educational Psycholo-
gy and Counseling, University of Tennessee at Knoxville, 
438 Claxton Complex, 1122 Volunteer Blvd., Knoxville, TN 
37966, or by email at sspurgeo@utk.edu. 
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