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Promoting Anti-Racism and Critical Consciousness Through a
Critical Counseling Theories Course

Jyotsana Sharma, Carlos P Hipolito-Delgado

in counseling theory and practice.

Racism is alive and well in the United States. To promote critical consciousness and anti-racism in counselors-in-train-
ing, the counseling theories course, typically a student’s introduction to the profession, requires revision. Thus, we pro-
pose a critical counseling theories course. In this course, we argue critical theories (multicultural theory, social construc-
tivism, feminist theory, and critical race theory) and neurocounseling theory should be centered, introducing theories that
are relevant to our current sociopolitical reality and that promote the values of anti-racism in the counseling profession.
In this article, we describe the critical counseling theories course structure, instructional approach, and assignments. Data
from student evaluations, instructor reflections, and student focus groups add to the justification that a critical counseling
theories course could successfully instill critical consciousness in counselors-in-training and in turn promote anti-racism

Keywords: critical counseling theories, anti-racism, critical consciousness, critical race theory, counselor education

Racial bias and hate are generally the products of
ignorance, overgeneralization, and lack of authentic
information about racial groups, usually due to lim-
ited contact with racially diverse groups (Tatum,
1997). This ignorance is further reinforced by edu-
cational approaches that center Eurocentric mono-
cultural perspectives that rob students of access to
diverse perspectives and the ability to think criti-
cally (Loewen, 2018). Many graduate students en-
tering counselor education programs had limited
contact with racially diverse communities and expe-
rienced a Eurocentric curriculum in schools, limit-
ing their ability to understand cultural differences.
To foster anti-racism, counseling students require
curricular and pedagogical strategies that foster crit-
ical thinking and promote awareness of the systemic
oppression of communities of Color (Freire, 1970;
Watts et al., 2003). We call for a critical approach
to teaching counseling theories, that is grounded in
the tenets of Freire (1970) and critical race theory
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2002), to center the experi-
ence of race and promote critical thinking.

A counseling theories course is typically a gradu-
ate student’s introduction to the field. Unfortu-
nately, these courses usually center Western theo-
ries and reinforce Eurocentric perspectives of the
field. Though there are various means to foster anti-

racism in counselor education, we argue that a criti-
cal counseling theories (CCT) course with a focus
on critical race theory (CRT), social constructivism,
feminism, and multicultural counseling can foster
critical consciousness and anti-racism in counse-
lors-in-training (CITs). Additionally, CITs will exit
the course being more critical of traditional theories
and capable of understanding the sociopolitical cir-
cumstances of their clients.

The primary goal of this manuscript is to de-
scribe the proposed design for a CCT course that
seeks to promote anti-racism and critical conscious-
ness. We will also provide initial evidence of the ef-
ficacy for the use of CCT via the program evalua-
tion of a pilot CCT iteration. This program evalua-
tion used a combination of data from instructor re-
flections, course evaluations, and student feedback.
The goal of this program evaluation was to docu-
ment student outcomes, as related to anti-racism and
critical consciousness, and assess course design and
instructional strategies.

Critical Consciousness
Although traditional counseling theories can be
culturally responsive, they are typically individual-
istic and ignore the impact of racist systems on
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communities of Color (Singh et al., 2020). To rem-
edy this issue, we argue that a CCT course should
be grounded in notions of critical consciousness.
Critical consciousness describes the process by
which marginalized communities critically analyze
their social conditions and take action to liberate
themselves from oppression and is rooted in the ed-
ucational theory of Freire (1970). We argue that
critical consciousness provides counselors the
knowledge and skills to engage in anti-racist prac-
tice.

Though Freire did not theorize on the develop-
ment of critical consciousness, other authors have
proposed models that share three common stages:
critical social analysis, sociopolitical self-efficacy,
and sociopolitical action (Diemer & Hsieh, 2008;
Watts et al., 2011; Watts & Hipolito-Delgado,
2015). Here, we provide a brief overview of these
stages. The goal of critical social analysis is the
recognition of sociopolitical inequalities and how
these inequities are maintained by dominant social
structures (Watts et al., 2011). The development of
sociopolitical self-efficacy requires a sense of confi-
dence in one’s ability to take action toward libera-
tion (Watts & Hipolito-Delgado, 2015). Finally, the
sociopolitical action stage entails sustained effort to
liberate oneself from oppression (Watts & Hipolito-
Delgado, 2015).

Approaches to fostering critical consciousness in
educational settings share techniques that embrace
dialogue, foster critical questioning, and encourage
sociopolitical action. To embrace dialogue, the in-
structor avoids positioning self as an expert, encour-
ages the participation of all students, and welcomes
contrasting opinions (Watts & Hipolito-Delgado,
2015). To foster critical questioning, students
should explore local, personally relevant examples
of racism to examine how social and political sys-
tems perpetuate oppression (Watts et al., 2011). Alt-
hough preparation for action is acknowledged as a
vital educational strategy, there is limited discussion
on what this looks like in the classroom (Watts &
Hipolito-Delgado, 2015). Within the context of
CCT, to foster the development of critical con-
sciousness and anti-racism, it is necessary to find
theoretical influences outside of counseling; fortu-
nately, CRT provides a promising theoretical foun-
dation (Singh et al., 2020).

Critical Counseling Theories

Critical Race Theory

Most counseling theories reinforce Western
worldviews and contribute to whiteness being em-
bedded in counseling theories courses (Haskins &
Singh, 2015; Singh et al., 2020). As a foundation of
a CCT course, CRT can be a tool to critique “tradi-
tional” theories, address power and privilege in the
profession, increase understanding of the complex
mental health needs of marginalized communities
(Moss & Singh, 2015; Singh et al., 2020), and pro-
mote anti-racism. CRT is an interdisciplinary
framework for understanding the racialized experi-
ences of communities of Color and how U.S. socio-
political systems are grounded in racism (Ladson-
Billings, 1998; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). There
are five main tenets to CRT: racism is an essential
and permanent feature of American social, cultural,
and political systems; whiteness guarantees privi-
lege and silences the experiences of communities of
Color; social equity for communities of Color is
pursued only when these interests converge with
Whites; notions of color blindness, meritocracy, and
equality serve to disguise racial inequity; and an ex-
amination of intersectionality is necessary to better
understand the experience of people of Color (Lad-
son-Billings, 1998; Singh et al., 2020; Solérzano &
Yosso, 2002). Unfortunately, in the counselor edu-
cation literature, discussions of CRT are largely
limited to its application to research.

There is, however, a small group of articles that
describe the implementation of CRT in counselor
education. Haskins and Singh (2015) described how
CRT can help counselor educators recognize where
counseling curriculum perpetuates whiteness, color
blindness, and meritocracy. The perpetuation of
whiteness in counselor education serves the educa-
tional needs of White students (Haskins & Singh,
2015) and can alienate students of Color. Addition-
ally, curriculum and instructional strategies that
promote color blindness and meritocracy will ne-
gate the distinct needs of students of Color.

A strength of CRT is providing a basis to under-
stand the pernicious nature of racism. To maximize
this potential, counselor educators using CRT ex-
plicitly address racism and embrace critical conver-
sations on race (Haskins & Singh, 2015; Moss &
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Singh, 2015). By engaging in such deep examina-
tion of race, there exists the promise of counseling
students developing skills in understanding the
complex issues facing communities of Color (Moss
& Singh, 2015; Singh et al., 2020). Furthermore,
students can become social justice allies by examin-
ing notions of white supremacy and their role in de-
constructing power differentials (Moss & Singh,
2015; Singh et al., 2020). Given the centrality of
race in CRT, the implementation of CRT in CCT
courses can be useful in fostering anti-racism in stu-
dents (Moss & Singh, 2015; Singh et al., 2020).

Multicultural Competence and Counseling
Theories Courses

Multicultural competence is described as the
most important construct in counselor education
(Malott, 2010). To foster multicultural competence
in students, a program requires a structure that pro-
motes criticality and examination of culture (Gonza-
lez-Voller et al., 2020). Unfortunately, most exami-
nations of multicultural competence in counselor
education have focused on a single course: multi-
cultural counseling (Castillo et al., 2007; Gonzalez-
Voller et al., 2020; Malott, 2010). Though there is
evidence that participation in a multicultural course
has a positive impact on multicultural competence
(Castillo et al., 2007; Malott, 2010), a void remains
in examining the impact of other counseling courses
on multicultural competence.

In understanding the potential of a counseling
theories course in promoting cultural competence
and anti-racism, the research of Gonzalez-Voller et
al. (2020), Paone et al. (2015), and Castillo et al.
(2007) are helpful. Gonzalez-Voller et al. (2020)
conducted a longitudinal study of multicultural
competence of CITs and found that they experi-
enced growth in competence over their training but
noted that the rate of growth was highest while stu-
dents were taking courses (between the orientation
and practicum). Paone et al. (2015) examined the
White racial identity, color blindness, and aware-
ness of racism in a group of White students enrolled
in a counseling course centered on identity, racism,
privilege, and anti-racist action. At the end of the
course, participants reported increased awareness of
privilege, reduced color blindness, and White iden-
tity development, which the authors interpret as
greater anti-racist attitudes. Castillo et al. (2007)
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used a pseudo-experimental design to compare the
development of multicultural competence of stu-
dents enrolled in a multicultural counseling course
with those enrolled in a counseling theories course.
Interestingly, participants in the counseling theories
group reported growth in multicultural awareness,
knowledge, and skills and less implicit racial bias.
Based on their results, Gonzalez-Voller et al.
(2020), Paone et al. (2015), and Castillo et al.
(2007) argued for counselor educators to infuse
multicultural training into all courses. What is more,
Castillo et al. (2007) noted that counseling founda-
tions can contribute to acquisition of multicultural
competence in CITs, and Paone et al. (2015) found
how an explicit focus on issues of race can contrib-
ute to anti-racist attitudes. Though this is a small lit-
erature base, it is an initial indication of the poten-
tial of a CCT course to promote multicultural com-
petence and anti-racism.

Critical Counseling Theories

Freire (1970) and hooks (1994) urge educators to
alter and adapt to the evolving needs of education
around the world. In our current social context,
counselor educators have the opportunity to become
trailblazers of anti-racism by refusing to teach in
traditional Eurocentric ways. Before moving into al-
tering or adapting anything in a course, it is im-
portant that counselor educators engage in their own
work, specifically understanding how educational
practices can be culturally sensitive and anti-racist
and promote critical thinking. As such, we recom-
mend that counselor educators engage in learning
centered on critical educational pedagogy and prac-
tices and work to understand their own power and
privilege.

Once educators have improved their self-aware-
ness and become more skilled in liberatory educa-
tional practices, it is their responsibility to transform
the courses they teach with critical thinking and
anti-racism at the forefront. To this end, we describe
a CCT course that seeks to foster critical thinking
and anti-racism in CITs. We note this course is a
modification of the traditional counseling theories
and not intended to be a new or elective course.

Why Critical Counseling Theories
A counseling theories course is typically the first
course graduate students take in their counseling
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program. This course is often taught chronologi-
cally, and it focuses on “traditional” theories (psy-
chodynamic, behavioral, and humanistic) that are
grounded in European values and ideals, creating a
Eurocentric monocultural perspective of counseling.
To promote anti-racism and critical consciousness
in CITs, we propose a critical counseling theories
course specifically focused on critical race, femi-
nist, social constructivism, multicultural, and neu-
rocounseling theories. We argue that a focus on crit-
ical theories will help students develop an under-
standing of the role of sociopolitical forces that
shape human emotion, cognition, and behavior. Fur-
thermore, the approach will provide CITs with a ho-
listic, culturally inclusive, and sociopolitically in-
formed perspective on counseling theories and
when working with culturally diverse clients.

Instructional Approach

To foster critical consciousness and anti-racism,
a liberatory instructional style is necessary for CCT.
As such, a banking method of education (Freire,
1970), where the instructor is the possessor of
knowledge and students are empty vessels waiting
to receive knowledge, is inappropriate. Banking
methods promote a dichotomy of power, marginal-
ize students, and run contrary to the goals of CCT.
Consequently, as part of their self-awareness work,
the instructor of the CCT is encouraged to consider
how their instructional style contributes to the mar-
ginalization of students and to seek more liberatory
methods.

To encourage critical thinking, we approach this
course with a Socratic approach to instruction. The
Socratic method of instruction entails active partici-
pation and requires students to critically question
their values and beliefs (Griffith & Frieden, 2000).
The instructor in a Socratic classroom is a facilitator
using questions to lead discussion, asking follow-up
questions to help students clarify their thinking, and
helping students come to their own realizations
(Griffith & Frieden, 2000). What is more, Picou et
al. (1998) advocated for the usage of the Socratic
method in the classroom as it improves students’ re-
tention of material.

In addition to promoting the Socratic method, the
instructor will want to make establishing rapport

Critical Counseling Theories

with students a primary goal. hooks (1994) de-
scribed the importance of deconstructing power dy-
namics in the classroom and the need for an instruc-
tor to be relatable and approachable. Rapport will
help students feel comfortable sharing their experi-
ences and reduce anxieties related to learning about
topics that challenge the dominant discourse. For
this strategy to succeed, the expectation of student
discussion must be established at the outset—see
Hipolito-Delgado (2016) for a suggestion on setting
the tone for classes seeking to foster discussion and
critical thinking. The students should leave the first
class with the understanding that they are expected
to read the theory of the day and be ready to discuss
questions, opinions, thoughts, and application-re-
lated inquiries in all subsequent classes.

Course Topics

In this section, we describe topics that counselor
educators should prioritize when teaching a CCT
course and provide a rationale for these topics being
learned and discussed earlier in the course. These
course topics include multicultural counseling the-
ory, neurocounseling, social constructivism, femi-
nism, and critical race theory.

Multicultural counseling theory (MCT) should
be the first topic addressed in a CCT course. MCT
provides students with an understanding of how the
cultures of the client and the counselor impact the
helping process (Ratts et al., 2016). Specifically, the
Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Compe-
tencies (Ratts et al., 2016) are a guide for CITs on
how to develop cultural competence through an in-
creased self-awareness, knowledge of diverse com-
munities, culturally relevant skills, and recognition
of the importance of advocacy. Beginning a critical
theories course with MCT would promote the criti-
cal tenets in the field of counseling: cultural aware-
ness, sensitivity, and humility. It presents the view
that nurture or learning that takes place through an
individual’s environment is important. Additionally,
this helps students prioritize cultural understanding,
critically analyze traditional theories, and incorpo-
rate aspects of MCT into all subsequent course-
work.

Neurocounseling, the latest addition to the field
of counseling (Luke, 2016), provides another im-
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portant aspect to counseling: the structure and func-
tions of the brain and nervous system and how a
basic understanding of these structures can help us
understand individual thoughts, feelings, and behav-
iors. The advantage for students to learn about neu-
rocounseling at the start of a counseling theories
course provides a perspective on nature and how bi-
ology and genetics are important considerations for
understanding human behavior. This aspect can
then be integrated along with any theory to provide
a more holistic picture of how neuroscience contrib-
utes and impacts mental health and well-being.

Social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978) should
be considered next. An understanding of construc-
tivist theories aids CITs’ focus on the importance of
social, cultural, and environmental influences that
help shape an individual. Humans are considered
social beings; we are unable to exist without soci-
ety. Whatever we absorb from these social encoun-
ters shapes our values, beliefs, and attitudes through
the process of internalization. Bringing these theo-
ries to the forefront would highlight the importance
of a client’s sociopolitical contexts and environ-
ment. It raises awareness in CITs of how social ex-
periences, such as those with privilege or marginali-
zation, are deeply internalized and not shaken eas-
ily.

Feminist theory is traditionally left to the end of
a counseling theories course. Bringing feminism to
the forefront might engage students in considering
how experiences with gender and patriarchy impact
the lives of clients and counselors. Issues of gender-
ism, sexism, marginalization, and minoritization
may be something that CITs are experiencing them-
selves in the current sociopolitical climate but are
likely not considering actively. Addressing femi-
nism at the forefront might provide insight into the
various intersecting identities of clients and the so-
ciopolitical positioning of said identities. I, the sec-
ond author, have found that starting with feminist
theories is more palatable to students, particularly
White women. What is more, in understanding gen-
der oppression, it provides students with an entrée
into the topic of racism and racial oppression.

Critical race theory should also be introduced at
the outset of a CCT course. Though not a counsel-
ing theory, an exploration of CRT forces the consid-
eration of the role of racism in American society
and the role of counselors in deconstructing systems
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of power and privilege (Moss & Singh, 2015; Singh
et al., 2020). CRT will also aid students with an un-
derstanding of how traditional counseling theories
might actively or subtly promote racial bias. Addi-
tionally, an understanding of CRT will likely in-
crease the development of anti-racist ideas in CITs.

Once CITs’ critical consciousness and cultural
awareness lens has been developed at the forefront,
educators can then focus on the historical journey of
how “traditional” theories of counseling developed
over the years. Examining traditional theories
through the critical perspectives described above
will provide students with an understanding of who
traditional theories were meant to serve, their lim-
ited applications with marginalized populations, and
perhaps how they might be adapted in more cultur-
ally appropriate ways. Having the knowledge base
of critical theories at the start of a graduate study
can allow CITs to use critical consciousness and
anti-racism for the entirety of the program, poten-
tially aiding their development as anti-racist coun-
seling professionals in the future.

Course Assignments

Additionally, it is imperative to align assign-
ments in a CCT course toward developing critical
thinking and analysis skills. Theory critiques are a
good way to explore how students make sense of
what they are learning during the course and to pro-
mote critical thinking; these projects can be exe-
cuted as presentations or written assignments (see
Appendix). For example, the reader might ask a
group of students to critique a theory from a multi-
cultural or constructivist point of view or ask stu-
dents to look for ways in which feminist or neu-
rocounseling can be integrated to render a tradi-
tional theory more applicable to a broader range of
diverse clients. This type of assignment is intended
to encourage students to think about a theory and
analyze it using a critical lens while assessing the
strength and weakness of a theory in working with
culturally diverse communities. Also, the assign-
ment would aid CITs in developing critical thinking
skills that are equally applicable to understanding
counseling theories as assignments in other counsel-
ing courses.

Evaluation
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The program evaluation associated with this
manuscript is not an exhaustive empirical study; ra-
ther, we sought a preliminary assessment of the first
interaction of the CCT course design. Through this
evaluation, we aim to provide the reader with in-
sights on the feasibility of the course and effective-
ness of the CCT design in fostering anti-racism and
critical consciousness in students. Note that instruc-
tor reflections and a student focus group were not a
part of end-of-course student evaluations but were
added to provide a richer understanding of students’
experience in the CCT course

Setting

The CCT course was taught in the summer of the
2020 term at a university in the south. This particu-
lar course was taught during an 8-week summer se-
mester, with the class meeting twice every week for
2 hours and 50 minutes. Ten students enrolled in the
course; they were all in their first semester of a
graduate counseling program. In this first iteration
of the course, critical race theory did not yet have a
class section devoted to the topic, and feminism was
taught in the latter half of the course. All other theo-
ries were addressed as proposed above.

Instructor’s Approach

The instructor approached this course with the
explicit intention of fostering critical consciousness
in her students. To this end, she avoided an expert
stance, instead recognizing that the students were
experts of their own understanding and experiences.
The instructor consciously role modeled “I” state-
ments to encourage students to both use “I” state-
ments and share their experiences with classmates.
She intentionally presented opposing points of view
if students were leaning toward one particular polar-
ity, as to require critical thinking and analysis, ne-
gotiation of opposing opinions, and reconciliation
of multiple viewpoints. The instructor avoided
providing “answers” and encouraged students’ in-
quiry; while this caused some contention with stu-
dents, her goal was to foster discussion and critical
thought.

Methods
To assess course design, feasibility, and efficacy,
course evaluations and instructor reflections were

Critical Counseling Theories

analyzed. In addition, a focus group with former
students was conducted. First, a content analysis of
all existing course evaluations for the CCT course
from the summer of 2020 was conducted. In the
course evaluations, the students were asked ques-
tions about the course, the instructor, the instruc-
tion, the workload, choice of textbook, and grading
practices and provided space for additional com-
ments. Student comments were thematically ana-
lyzed.

To gain information on the instructor’s percep-
tions of the course, instructor reflections were also
collected. The instructor was asked to describe her
intentions in designing the course in this manner
(centering critical theories) and to reflect on the out-
comes of the course, specifically, if students devel-
oped critical thinking skills and anti-racist ideology.
For the purpose of this evaluation, the instructor re-
flections are used primarily as a form of triangula-
tion for the data obtained from students.

To obtain a richer understanding of the student
experience, students enrolled in the CCT in the
summer of 2020 were invited to participate in a fo-
cus group. All enrolled students received an email
that described the purpose of the focus group and an
invitation to participate. Those who expressed inter-
est were sent the informed consent and asked to
provide their availability. Six out of 10 students
agreed to participate, and the focus group occurred
via a video meeting platform. Once their consent
was recorded, the students were asked five to six
specific questions in a semistructured manner, in-
cluding what it was like to read and discuss multi-
cultural theory, neurocounseling theory, and social
constructivist articles upfront. The final question
was critical as it solicited student opinion on
whether they felt centering critical theories was
helpful in fostering critical thinking and anti-racism.
The focus group lasted for approximately 45
minutes and was audio recorded and transcribed for
analysis. Student comments were thematically ana-
lyzed. This evaluation was approved by the institu-
tional review board at the university of the first au-
thor.

Findings
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In general, students described enjoying the CCT
course; specifically, they appreciated the discus-
sion-based format of the course and saw the benefit
of centering critical theories in the course. Below
we will provide a brief summary of student re-
sponses.

Course Evaluations

In their end-of-semester evaluation, students
rated the CCT course above both the department
and university means and particularly appreciated
the discussion-based format, rating the instructor a
4.3 out of 5. Students appreciated that the instructor
pushed them to think critically and form their own
opinions. One student noted that they “really like
how the assignments force us to think critically
about the theories.” Some students appreciated be-
ing pushed to find their own answers, though others
found this frustrating. In the instructor reflections,
the CCT instructor noticed students’ frustration in
the course. She noted that she often provided basic
instruction and then encouraged students to arrive at
their own conclusions through critical discussion
during class time. Though not all students appreci-
ated this instructional approach, it was grounded in
a desire to promote critical thinking skills in stu-
dents.

Focus Group

Students who participated in the focus group
generally appreciated the structure and teaching
style of the CCT course in the summer of 2020. Ad-
ditionally, students described how the course con-
tributed to their critical thinking skills and sup-
ported the decision to center critical theories in the
course. Below is a brief summary of student re-
sponses as related to teaching style, critical think-
ing, centering of critical theories, and how the
course prepared them for future course work.

Instructional Style

Students appreciated the discussion style of the
course as compared to attending a lecture on the
theory they already read. It was noted that the con-
versation was always novel and engaging and one
could discuss, agree, disagree, and pull apart the
materials to figure out which theories a person
agreed with or did not agree with. One student
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noted her appreciation of the course’s discussion

style saying:
I personally feel like engaging in critical dis-
cussion about every theory every week. Like
if I didn’t do that, I don’t think I would re-
member them nearly as well. And I don’t
think I would’ve learned. ... [ wouldn’t have
applied my own beliefs and like listened to
other people’s [beliefs].

Students described feeling that they were not
forced to take anything on face value but were en-
couraged to figure out how a particular theory could
be applied and what the pros and cons of each the-
ory were and had the autonomy to choose which-
ever theory they connected with the most. Another
student noted that “just being able to hear other peo-
ple’s opinions on the theories using, providing dif-
ferent perspectives, that running dialogue was so
helpful for being able to like absorb information.”
These quotes provide an indication of how a discus-
sion-based instructional style in CCT can contribute
to critical thinking and retention of material.

Critical Thought
The students stated that engaging in critical
thought and discussion was established as the cul-
ture of the course early on. They agreed that dis-
cussing what everyone thought about the theories,
the philosophy behind the theory, the key applica-
tions, and techniques was something that was valua-
ble and important to the process of learning. There
was agreement that being able to pick apart a theory
was beneficial, being able to listen to others’ opin-
ions helped form ideas around what may or may not
be useful for application of a certain theory or how
it may be integrated with other theories or tech-
niques. One student noted:
Because we were able to talk about it and dis-
cuss it and like use critical thinking ... it gave
me more confidence to speak out like times
when I was like, I don’t really agree with this
theory and ... then be able to confidently ex-
plain why I think this theory is inaccurate ...
because the way we discussed it helped me to
concretely set it in a tone where I could confi-
dently use it to actually help someone.
This was an intentional stance that was taken by the
instructor, as she noted in her reflection: “I would
ask what they thought about the theory from their
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critical lens. ... The resulting discussions became
more robust and students brought in their personal
and professional experiences that lent itself to a
richer understanding of the theories.” As such, it ap-
pears that students did experience increased critical
thinking skills through the CCT course.

Centering Critical Theories

Students expressed high support for placing criti-
cal theories at the front end of the course. The stu-
dents stated that reading and discussing these before
the traditional theories helped them build a perspec-
tive on where the field is now and what we are hop-
ing to achieve as counselors in the 21st century. The
participants expressed that the knowledge of critical
theories helped inform their understanding of other
counseling theories. One student described this as
follows:

I think too, having it [the critical theories] as
part of the introduction also let it be a part of
every discussion because it was like each the-
ory we talked about, we could tie it back to
now, how does this relate to the multicultural
theory and how does this relate to like the
neuroscience behind it? So I thought that was
helpful too because we could integrate it
throughout the whole semester.

Supporting this statement another student stated:
Like having the multicultural upfront made
us more aware of how some of the other, the
older ones ... [are] really outdated and really
harmful to clients that aren’t White and
maybe even male. So like, it gave us a way to
like, be like ... Oh, if we are going to use this
theory, we need to be extremely, extremely
aware of that.

Though most participants appreciated MCT, neu-
rocounseling, and social constructivist theories be-
ing placed at the front end of the course, others felt
that there may be benefit in a chronological ap-
proach that might aid in understanding how theories
developed historically.

Preparation for Future Courses

Some students noted that the CCT course pre-
pared them for subsequent classes. They shared that
centering critical theories in the CCT course created
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an expectation of how they should practice as coun-
selors. One participant stated:
I feel like leading with that [CCT course] set
the tone for the program in that you always
want to be as inclusive and multiculturally
sensitive, but you always want to be like look-
ing for ways to learn about other people and
help them better ... it’s kind of shaped the
way I view counseling, um, in a good way.
Other students shared how knowledge of critical
theories has helped them understand and critique
what they have learned in other courses. As one stu-
dent added:
Like everyone pretty much has said, it’s been
really helpful going forward into the fall se-
mester. Cause, um, I know that our current
professors have made passing comments
about, um, like the neuroscience of different
things, but not having that foundation of
knowledge beforehand, it wouldn’t, the im-
pact of it wouldn’t have been the same.
Based on these comments, it appears that students
were able to take what they learned in the CCT
course and continue to apply the knowledge in sub-
sequent courses.

Reflections and Considerations

Though the findings of this evaluation are not
exhaustive, we provide the following reflections
and consideration for the implementation of a CCT
course in counselor education. In this section, we
will discuss what appears to be working with the
course and limitations in the current course design.
Ultimately, we believe that this evaluation provides
initial indications of the promise of a CCT course.

What Worked

Students appeared to appreciate the discussion-
based format, benefited from critical theories being
centered, and developed critical thinking skills. One
of the realizations that surfaced while conducting
the evaluation was that the students valued the dis-
cussion-based instructional style. In student evalua-
tions and the focus group, students described what
they gained from the discussion and how this con-
tributed to critical thinking. As such, we believe that

Teaching and Supervision in Counseling * 2021 * Volume 3 (2)



Sharma & Hipolito-Delgado

a discussion-based approach is essential for devel-
opment of critical thinking (Freire, 1970) and the
success of the CCT course.

From student reports, we also gleaned that cen-
tering critical theories and neuroscience was posi-
tively received by most students. Most students spe-
cifically stated that multicultural and neurocounsel-
ing theories added to the way they understood, eval-
uated, and applied all other theories of counseling.
Students also described how this critical approach
aided their retention of information.

Another major takeaway from this course evalu-
ation was that prioritizing critical theories appeared
to facilitate the development of students’ critical
thinking skills of students. Students described how
knowledge of critical theories aided them in critiqu-
ing theories and their applications with diverse cli-
ents. Additionally, the instructor reflected on how
students’ critiques of theories became more robust
throughout the course. Through the CCT course, the
instructor created an intentional push toward critical
consciousness development by consistently remind-
ing students to express their thoughts, to ask critical
questions on the purpose of a theory and who it is
serving, and to be flexible in listening to others’
opinions of a theory. Students described how these
critical thinking skills aided them in subsequent
courses.

Limitations

Though the data obtained from students provide
an initial indication of the efficacy of a CCT course,
there were limitations related to the small nature of
this evaluation and student’s discussion of anti-rac-
ist attitudes. Please note that the goals of this evalu-
ation were never generalization, nonetheless the
small nature of this investigation and the fact that
all students identified as White pose a limitation to
this evaluation. Future evaluations and research on
the CCT course are necessary with larger and more
diverse student populations.

When the CCT course was taught in the summer
of 2020, feminism and critical race theories had not
been incorporated into the course as is currently be-
ing proposed. It is the authors’ belief that providing
CRT its own session and placing feminism earlier in
the course will increase CITs critical thinking skills
and development of anti-racists attitudes. Thus, stu-
dents will be more capable of understanding clients’
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sociopolitical context and provide more culturally
responsive interventions. Alas, additional research
will be required to assess this proposition.

Finally, students did not explicitly address anti-
racism in their evaluations of this course. Though
we believe that greater focus on feminism and criti-
cal race theories might address this issue in subse-
quent iterations of the course, in this evaluation, we
were unable to conclude that students developed
anti-racist attitudes. It is worth noting that the de-
velopment of critical consciousness often occurs af-
ter the termination of a course (Morganthaler,
2016), and this might also be the case for anti-racist
ideals.

Recommendations

These limitations withstanding, we argue for
wider implementation of CCT courses and further
research on the efficacy of the course. The initial
evidence of students’ development of critical think-
ing and retention of information provide sufficient
rationale for this implementation. Through addi-
tional iterations of CCT, further information can be
obtained about which critical theories best contrib-
ute to the development of critical thinking and anti-
racist beliefs in CITs. Programmatically, CCT can
be the first step to developing a critically conscious
program that supports the integration and infusion
of critical theories into courses like multicultural
counseling theory, school counseling, mental health
counseling, and trauma-related courses. The inten-
tionality of critical course designs would not only
improve consciousness of CITs in working with
marginalized populations but also build on values of
social justice in the counseling profession.

Conclusion
Racism is described as a permanent feature of
American reality (Bell, 1992) that operates to op-
press communities of Color and rob White commu-
nities of their humanity (Freire, 1970). Counselor
educators possess the unique opportunity to chal-
lenge racism, both in their classrooms and in society
at large. By fostering anti-racism and critical con-
sciousness in counseling students, counselor educa-
tors will not only impact the worldview of their stu-
dents but, potentially, the services received by cli-
ents. We argue that a critical counseling theories
course is a first step to this end, and we call for
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counselor educators to implement a CCT course in
their programs.
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Appendix

Multicultural Theory Critique

For your multicultural theory critique, work in your assigned groups to prepare a brief critique of the theory assigned to

your group. Address the following:

1. Describe the theory briefly. Cite at least two references that present empirical evidence to support the theory.
State the limitations of applicability of the theory from a multicultural perspective. Clearly articulate your per-
spective and provide examples as needed. Though you may draw from critiques already present in the literature
(and should cite accordingly), there needs to be clear evidence of your group’s critical thinking skills.

3. Propose and discuss “solutions” that may address these limitations (e.g., specific areas of research, changing of
interventions, inclusion or cultural issues, integration of another theory).
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The critique should be approximately 1,000-1,500 words, which is roughly four pages. Be prepared with your statement.
Your peers will have the opportunity to ask you questions during class time.

Total 25 points (15 points for the written paper, 5 points for collaboration as a group, 5 points for how you handle the
questions during group discussion time).
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