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The use of technology has gained considerable mo-
mentum in counselor education as more programs are 
being offered in full and partial online platforms (ACES 
Technology Interest Network, 2017; Snow & Coker, 
2020). With the global pandemic beginning in 2020, 
many programs that had not yet offered online courses 
were challenged to quickly shift to an online format. 
This change provides an opportunity to carefully reflect 
on best practices in online course design and assess-
ment at the student, class, and program level. 
 When given the responsibility of designing a course 
for any mode of delivery, faculty may struggle with 
where to begin. There may be an inclination to find 
a good primary resource such as a reliable text, and 
then work from there developing lectures, study aids, 
and assignments. An alternative approach is to begin 
by thinking about the course learning outcomes, and 
what competencies students will need to develop and 
demonstrate once working in the field. Once the course 
outcomes are identified, an assessment plan includ-
ing the formative and summative learning activities is 
the next design step. In order to promote deep learn-
ing and consistent student developmental progress, 
the instructional design must be well-conceptualized 
with each component intentionally built in to support 

the end result (Czersawski, 2014; Wiggins & McTighe, 
2005).    
 We aim to provide a brief illustration of the applica-
tion of two models to support effective course design 
for online delivery of the counselor education curric-
ulum. The first, which we have found especially well-
suited for counselor education, is competency-based 
education. Designing with competencies that align to 
the Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Re-
lated Educational Programs (CACREP) standards in 
the forefront, is also consonant with the second model, 
the backward design. This approach recognizes the im-
portance of formative and summative assessments that 
are responsive to diverse learning styles and authen-
tic to the field of practice (Alalshaikh, 2015; Moates & 
Cox, 2015). Further, the use of technology for full or 
partial delivery of a course or program curriculum pres-
ents the advantage of an embedded assessment strat-
egy to support real-time generation of student learning 
outcomes (SLOs) data. This promotes opportunities for 
intervention at the student, course and program level 
(Akos, 2019). An example of how the approach can be 
applied to measuring competency development as a 
social justice advocate is offered.  

COVID-19 accelerated the adoption of distance learning in 2020 throughout the world. Online educa-
tion is now central to counselor education and the trend will likely continue post COVID-19 as well. The histo-
ry of distance education technology in counselor education is first explored and then the advantages and challeng-
es of this learning model are discussed along with the ethical, legal and regulatory implications. Finally, the future of 
counselor education is explored along with emerging technologies that may again disrupt our teaching and learning models.
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Competency-based Education Model
 Competency-based education is an intentional and 
transparent approach to curricular design that commu-
nicates to students the competencies needed in order 
to be successful in their careers following graduation 
(Competency-Based Education Network, 2017). Ar-
ticulating competencies in a clear manner provides a 
road map for programs to develop a well-conceptual-
ized curriculum. It also allows students the ability to 
understand what will be expected of them post-grad-
uation in the field, and how what they are learning in 
their programs supports their development. Accord-
ing to Soares (2012), competency-based education 
is an outcomes-oriented model where the emphasis 
is on what students can do in terms of skills and abil-
ities. As such, ongoing assessment is instrumental in 
determining student progression, and movement for-
ward is based on demonstrated success at each level. 
In a competency-based education model, students 
demonstrate their knowledge and skills by engaging 
in learning exercises, activities, and experiences that 
align with clearly defined programmatic outcomes, of-
ten termed student learning outcomes (SLOs). The as-
sessments involved in competency-based education 
include both formative assessments and summative 
assessments. With formative assessments in particu-
lar, students receive proactive guidance and support 
from faculty with the intention of giving them the per-
sonalized feedback needed to continue development 
toward mastery. Examples of formative assessments 
may include quizzes, discussions, papers, presenta-
tions, etc. The feedback provided by faculty through 
formative assignments is generally given more em-
phasis than the score, as the goal is to support devel-
opment of competencies leading up to a summative 
assessment (the measurement of knowledge and/or 
skill expected at the conclusion of the course) (Com-
petency-Based Education Network, 2017).  
 Leuse (2015) highlighted several ways technology 
can support a competency-based design and assess-
ment process. For example, software programs can be 
used to track the relationships between course learn-
ing objectives and program level SLO’s. Additionally, 
quantitative scores as well as qualitative feedback of-
fered by faculty on assessments can also be tracked 
within and across courses. With competency-based 
education, the combination of a well-conceptualized 
course intentionally focused on student development 
of the competencies required in the professional field 
coupled with the technology to support the design and 
assessment process provide a structure for an effec-
tive and empowering curriculum for the program.     

Backward Design Approach
 The backward design approach, broadly speak-
ing, involves three main steps (Wiggins & McTighe, 
2005). First, aligned with the competency-based edu-
cation model, faculty curriculum designers first consider 
what competencies they want to see students develop 
in the course, and ensure that these competencies are 
aligned to internal and external outcomes. Second, an 
assessment plan is developed that addresses type of 
assessment, timing of assessment, and alignment of 
scoring criteria to course learning objectives and in-
dustry standards. Third, the class content and activ-
ities are built to scaffold the learning experience and 
provide the students with opportunities to develop the 
competency.   

Figure 1. Backward Design

The backward design approach fits well with programs 
that follow accreditation requirements to assess stu-
dent progress. For example, CACREP (2016) stan-
dard 4.F states (boldface added here for emphasis): 
The counselor education program faculty systemati-
cally assesses each student’s progress throughout the 
program by examining student learning in relation to a 
combination of knowledge and skills. The assessment 
process includes the following: (1) identification of key 
performance indicators of student learning in each of 
the eight core areas and in each student’s respective 
specialty area(s) (for doctoral programs, each of the 
five doctoral core areas), (2) measurement of student 
learning conducted via multiple measures and over 
multiple points in time, and (3) review or analysis of 
data.  (pp. 18-19)
 With the backward design approach, the program 
identifies the key performance indicators (KPIs) that 
reflect the external standards required by the profes-
sional field. These KPIs are aligned to SLO, and the 
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faculty designer intentionally aligns the SLO to spe-
cific learning objectives for the course). The faculty 
designer then develops assessments to measure per-
formance on the KPIs. It is a known fact that individ-
uals have unique learning styles, and as such faculty 
need to be sensitive to include a variety of assessment 
strategies within a course (Alalshaikh, 2015; Moate & 
Cox, 2015). This can also support a quality course by 
offering different learning experiences which encour-
ages engagement and effectively meets the needs of 
diverse and non-traditional students (Czerkawski, 2014; 
Dixon-Saxon & Buckley, 2020). Drilling down deeper, 
the faculty designer also considers the specific scor-
ing criteria and how they align to course learning ob-
jectives, as well as the student performance level. At 
both the course level and the program level, offering 
multiple opportunities for students to demonstrate per-
formance on specific KPIs provides an opportunity for 
deeper learning for the student as well as the ability 
to track level of development over time.  

Assessment of Results
Reviewing assessment data is essential for multiple 
reasons. At a student-level, reviewing progress high-
lights opportunities for intervention to better support 
progress and development. This can occur when fac-
ulty review results of an individual assessment or mul-
tiple assessments that measure performance on the 
same KPI across the course and/or program. At a pro-
gram level, faculty and administrators can identify from 
a review of the data if there are opportunities for fur-
ther data-driven course and/or program refinement 
and modifications.   While the plan may appear differ-
ent across various institutions, the common theme is 
that there is a plan that answers the question ‘did the 
design achieve the goals?’  A high level process with 
the intent to provide a structure for the continuous as-
sessment cycle of student progress and performance 
that can be a helpful guide for faculty may be 1) Re-
view results, 2) Initiate recommendations, and 3) Im-
plement recommendations.  

Figure 2. Assessing Student Progress 
 

Data is only useful if it is regularly reviewed and ana-
lyzed, and this often happens at multiple levels (fac-
ulty, staff, administrators, etc.). Questions to ask in this 
process may include “Did the assessment measure the 
KPI as intended?” “Are there opportunities for refine-
ment in the assessment instructions?  The scoring cri-
tera?  The course  content and activities that support 
understanding and mastery?” “Is there redundancy 
vs scaffolding in this assessment from prior assess-
ments in course/program?”   If the outcomes data in-
dicate the possibility for opportunities to enhance stu-
dent learning within the course design, faculty are well 
positioned to put forward data-informed recommenda-
tions for improvement. Once the modifications are im-
plemented, the cycle continues with a careful review 
of the data and analysis to determine if the changes 
had a positive impact.  

Example Application of Social Justice 
Competency 
Infusing culturally alert and responsive practice and 
skills, such as social justice advocacy, is central to 
counselor education (Decker et al.  2016). This exam-
ple applies the curriculum development models  when 
a SLO for a course is based on CACREP Standards 
(2016) aimed at guiding the preparation and assess-
ment of trainees as social justice advocates. Aligned 
with a backward design approach, the first step of 
course design begins with understanding the require-
ments of the profession, and articulating how graduates 
of the counseling program will be able to demonstrate 
they have achieved a particular student learning out-
come (SLO). Faculty may determine following a review 
of CACREP standards to put forward a SLO such as: 
To demonstrate multicultural awareness and engage 
in social justice and advocacy efforts to support the 
well-being of individuals affected by oppression.  For 
example, within the context of the particular course the 
faculty designer may expect the student to be able to 
identify advocacy needs and opportunities for a client 
population in their community. With this goal in mind, 
the faculty designer will then consider a developmen-
tal approach to assessment including both formative 
and summative assessments that will be able to mea-
sure the students’ progress in mastery. Decker et al. 
(2016)  suggested a number of activities that promote 
social justice competency development which may also 
serve as assessments. For example, faculty may de-
velop a case study assignment in which students iden-
tify diverse client needs and opportunities to advocate 
at the micro, meso and macro levels. This offers the 
potential to encourage deeper learning. It also yields 
assessment data on students’ mastery and applica-
tion of the concepts required to be successful beyond 
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the course in real-life situations. Additionally, a vari-
ety  of assessments is not only engaging students, it  
also reflects appreciation of differing student strengths 
and learning styles (ACES Technology Interest Net-
work, 2017). Other examples that support infusion of 
social justice advocacy across the curriculum may in-
clude drafting a letter on a public policy to a legislator, 
journaling or developing a reflection paper on a des-
ignated volunteer or service learning project, or re-
searching and presenting on a social justice issue in 
their community (Decker et al., 2016). Faculty may also 
consider performance level when assigning weight to 
the assignment, such as having earlier assignments 
with lower weight/risk and building to more weight as 
expectation of progression increases.  
 Once the assessments are in place, the next step 
will be for the faculty designer to determine learning 
activities that will foster success.  This can include 
choosing relevant reading assignments such as text-
books and articles, watching videos, and engaging 
in interactive activities such as peer discussions and 
practice sessions or networking with professionals in 
the community. Leveraging the diverse backgrounds 
that students bring to the classroom setting by build-
ing peer interaction and meaningful dialogue into the 
learning activities provides an enriching learning ex-
perience (Czerkawski, 2014). Pan et al. (2012) pro-
vided evidence for the benefit of instructors creating 
videos in online courses that support deeper learning 
and engagement.  

Conclusion
Once the course has been designed, we have found 
it is helpful to have additional review of the course for 
feedback. This is another benefit to the role of tech-
nology in curriculum design, as the written version of 
the course can often be shared easily where other fac-
ulty and administrators can review and provide feed-
back internally. The course can also made accessible 
for evaluation against industry standards for counselor 
education and online curriculum (e.g., CACREP and/
or Quality Matters). After the course has been deliv-
ered, the cycle of continuous assessment continues 
as data is closely monitored on course performance 
and data-driven recommendations are put forward to 
support further refinement.  
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