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Preface

In Assessment Procedures for Counselors and Helping Professionals, our goal is to help 
 current and future school counselors, marriage and family therapists, mental health 
counselors, career counselors, and other helping professionals become better consum-
ers of the various methods and procedures used in the process of assessment. Assess-
ment occurs in many settings, such as schools, mental health clinics, career counseling 
centers, substance abuse treatment centers, private practice, psychiatric hospitals, and 
vocational rehabilitation centers. Assessment is an integral part of the counseling pro-
cess in which the counselor and client work together to gain a better understanding of 
the client’s problems. We believe that effectiveness and accuracy in assessment are 
essential to effective counseling. Throughout the text, we stress that assessment is 
more than simply giving tests. Assessment involves collecting and integrating infor-
mation about an individual from multiple methods and multiple sources. Throughout this 
textbook, our aim is to provide students with an overview of the many approaches 
to assessment so they can become competent and ethical practitioners in our multicul-
tural society.

This textbook has three goals. The first goal is to supply foundational information 
about assessment, which includes an overview of the various methods and sources of 
assessment information. In addition, students must learn some basic principles of 
measurement in order to understand the applications and issues in assessment. Thus, 
we also provide foundational information about statistical concepts, test scores, and 
the psychometric aspects of assessment (e.g., validity and reliability). The second goal 
of this textbook is to present an overview of the general areas in which assessment is 
commonly utilized, such as in assessing intellectual ability, achievement, aptitude, 
career interests and skills, and personality. The third goal is to provide students with 
information about specific assessment applications and issues, such as clinical assess-
ment, communicating assessment results, assessment with diverse populations, and 
ethical and legal issues.

To meet these goals, the textbook is divided into three parts that provide a balance of 
theory and practice information as well as coverage of the assessment instruments and 
strategies commonly used in school counseling, clinical mental health counseling, and 
vocational or career counseling settings. These sections include Principles and Founda-
tions of Assessment, Overview of Assessment Areas, and Applications and Issues.

PrinciPles and foundations of assessment

Part One of this textbook, Principles and Foundations of Psychological and Educa-
tional Assessment, focuses on the underlying principles and foundations of all forms 
of psychological and educational assessment. We designed this section to provide 
counselors with the essential concepts of measurement and evaluation that they need 
to engage in the assessment process. Chapter 1 introduces assessment and provides 
historical information that has influenced assessment practice. Chapter 2 focuses on 
the assessment process, emphasizing the importance of collecting data by using multi-
ple methods from multiple sources. The chapter provides detailed information about 
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formal and informal data-collection methods (e.g., interviews, tests, observations) as 
well as the sources of assessment information (e.g., the client, parents, significant oth-
ers, teachers, health professionals). Chapter 3 presents basic statistical concepts associ-
ated with tests and assessment. Chapter 4 presents information about types of scores 
and standards for scoring and interpreting assessment instruments. Chapters 5 and 6 
supply information about the key psychometric considerations that are essential in 
assessment: reliability and validity. Chapter 7 integrates the elements of the assess-
ment process by presenting information about selecting, administering, scoring, and 
reporting assessment results.

assessment areas

Part Two of the textbook, Overview of Assessment Areas, builds on the Principles and 
Foundations section by exploring specific assessment areas. Chapter 8 supplies infor-
mation about assessing intellectual ability, including the major theories of intelli-
gence, the major tests of intelligence (e.g., the Wechsler scales, the Stanford–Binet, the 
Kaufman tests), and special issues in intelligence testing. Chapter 9 covers assessment 
of achievement, including achievement test batteries, individual achievement tests, 
diagnostic achievement tests, subject-area tests, and other types of achievement tests. 
Chapter 10 presents information about aptitude assessment. Extensive changes in 
U.S. social and economic conditions may result in more counselors working with cli-
ents on career-related issues; thus, Chapter 11 provides important information about 
career and employment assessment. The last chapter in this section, Chapter 12, 
focuses on personality assessment and the many types of personality instruments and 
techniques.

aPPlications and issues

The chapters in Part Three, Applications and Issues Related to Assessment, center on 
the applications and issues related to specific assessment areas. The main focus is the 
effective, competent, and ethical application of assessment methods in various settings 
and with diverse populations. For example, a primary purpose of assessment is for 
diagnosing client issues and problems. Thus, Chapter 13 focuses exclusively on clinical 
assessment and the use of assessment procedures to diagnose mental disorders, 
develop treatment plans, monitor counseling progress, and evaluate outcome. Chapter 
14 presents information about assessment issues in education, such as the assessment 
activities of school counselors, the types of assessment instruments used in schools, 
assessing specific learning disabilities and giftedness, test preparation and perfor-
mance, environmental assessment in the schools, and assessment competencies for 
school counselors. Because assessment strategies are applied to diverse populations, 
Chapter 15 supplies important information about multicultural assessment, including 
social and cultural factors related to assessing individuals, groups, and specific popu-
lations, as well as the competencies and standards required for assessing individuals 
from diverse backgrounds. Chapter 16 presents information about communicating 
assessment results. Finally, Chapter 17 focuses on the important ethical and legal 
issues related to assessment.
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changes in the eighth edition

First published in 1988, this textbook has become a classic among assessment textbooks 
designed specifically for counselors. The eighth edition hosts extensive changes in the 
content of the text; we have updated all of the chapters and strived to provide the most 
accurate, up-to-date assessment information. At the same time, we have endeavored to 
maintain the original appeal of the text by retaining an easy-to-read format and continuing 
to emphasize assessment information that is most useful and relevant for school counse-
lors, marriage and family therapists, mental health counselors, and other helping profes-
sionals. Throughout the text, we provide information and examples about widely used 
assessment instruments in order to help students become familiar with these well-known 
tests. This edition has been completely revised to align with the 2014 standards for educa-
tional and psychological testing.

Key revisions in this edition include the following:

• Chapter 1, Introduction to Assessment, consists of revised and expanded information 
about assessment in counseling. This introductory chapter provides an overview of 
the purpose for assessment as well as new information about the assessment process.

• Chapter 2, Methods and Sources of Assessment Information, has been revised to 
describe current information about the multiple methods and sources of data collec-
tion used in the assessment process. This chapter encompasses information about 
formal and informal assessment instruments and strategies divided into three broad 
categories: interviews, tests, and observation. Information about the importance of 
using collateral sources in assessment is also presented.

• The chapters on statistical concepts, understanding scores, and reliability and validity 
(Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6) have been extensively reorganized and revised. Chapter 5 
provides expanded information on sources of measurement error.

• Chapter 7 summarizes the assessment process by focusing on the procedures for 
selecting, administering, scoring, and interpreting assessment results. It includes 
information about the steps involved in selecting appropriate assessment instru-
ments and strategies; the various sources of information about instruments; the pro-
cess of evaluating assessment instruments; and procedures for administration, 
scoring, and interpretation.

• We have updated and improved all of the chapters in Part Two, Overview of Assess-
ment Areas, to include the most current information about specific assessment strate-
gies and instruments. All chapters in this section (Chapters 8 through 12) supply 
up-to-date information about the most widely used instruments and strategies. For 
example, Chapter 8, Assessment of Intelligence and General Ability, includes infor-
mation about the latest revisions of key intelligence tests as well as expanded infor-
mation on the contemporary and emerging theories of intelligence.

• Chapter 13, Clinical Assessment, has been restructured to include a broad presenta-
tion of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) 
and its use in clinical assessment. In addition, we have added new information about 
the mental status exam, suicide risk assessment, and behavioral observation used in 
clinical assessment.

• We have updated Chapter 14, Assessment in Education, including updated informa-
tion about school assessment programs. We have also added specific information 
about the common assessment activities performed by school counselors and updated 
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information about conducting needs assessments, assessing specific learning disabil-
ities, assessing giftedness, and environmental assessment in the schools.

• Chapter 15, Assessment Issues with Diverse Populations, has been extensively 
revised. We expanded the discussion of measurement bias to align with the concept 
of fairness in testing, as described in the 2014 edition of the Standards for Educational 
and Psychological Testing. We restructured the section on assessing individuals with 
disabilities to encompass assessment of individuals with visual impairment, hearing 
impairment, intellectual disability, and other disabilities.

• Chapter 16, Communicating Assessment Results, has also been extensively revised. 
Because counselors often orally communicate assessment results to clients, parents, 
and other professionals, we expanded the section on the use of feedback sessions to 
report results. Furthermore, we updated and improved the information provided 
about written assessment reports.

• In Chapter 17, Ethical and Legal Issues in Assessment, we have updated the over-
view of ethical codes from professional organizations relevant to assessment. We also 
have updated and expanded the section on statutes and regulations that have impli-
cations for assessment.
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1

C H A P T E R

 1 Introduction to Assessment

Imagine being asked by a child welfare agency to conduct an assessment that would deter-
mine a child’s potential for transitioning from foster care status to adoption within a family. 
As part of the assessment, you might visit the home of the potential parents to determine 
the appropriateness of the environment and to have a realistic sense of the family function-
ing. You would also have to evaluate the social and emotional development of the child and 
the readiness for adoption. For example, it would be necessary to consider the child’s ability 
to bond with a new family, any developmental issues that may be present, and any poten-
tial barriers that might impact the success of the adoption process. In order to gather enough 
information to make this type of determination, you might interview the parents, observe 
the child playing and interacting, and conduct evaluation using standardized assessment 
instruments (e.g., the Bayley Scales of Infant and Toddler Development).  Consider how 
important this assessment process would be to the children and the parents. The overall 
assessment process would be quite involved, and the results would have incredibly high 
stakes. The final assessment report would include information about any developmental 
concerns, an evaluation of the family environment, an interpretation of standardized scores, 
and a final recommendation based on the data. Based on the assessment results, the child 
welfare agency would make a decision about finalizing the adoption.

It is a privilege to play such a role in people’s lives, and the privilege should be hon-
ored with careful attention to best practices and a wealth of knowledge about the assess-
ment process. Although the results of assessment do not always lead to happy outcomes, 
this example provides some insight into where your journey through this book will lead. 
Assessment has long been regarded as a fundamental component of all helping profes-
sions and the cornerstone of the counseling process. Simply put, assessment is the process 
of gathering information about a client and determining the meaning of that information. 
It is through assessment that counselors can uncover the nature of a client’s problems or 
issues; the magnitude of these problems and how they are impacting the client’s life; how 
the client’s family, relationships, or past experiences are affecting the current problem; the 
client’s strengths and readiness for counseling; and whether counseling can be beneficial 
to the client. Assessment is also critical for establishing the goals and objectives of coun-
seling and for determining the most effective interventions. Assessment occurs in all coun-
seling settings, including schools, mental health clinics, career counseling centers, substance 
abuse treatment centers, private practice, psychiatric hospitals, and vocational rehabilita-
tion centers. In practice, counselors are always assessing. Assessment is an ongoing, fluid, 
and dynamic process that continues throughout the course of the helping relationship. 
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Although students in the helping professions often initially question the need for assess-
ment training, competency in assessment is integral to successful counseling practice 
(Whiston, 2012).

The purpose of this textbook is to help current and future school counselors, mental 
health counselors, career counselors, marriage and family therapists, and other helping 
professionals recognize the integral role between assessment and counseling, understand 
the process of assessment, develop an awareness of the applications of assessment, and 
understand the legal and ethical issues specific to assessment. We believe that competency 
in assessment is essential to positive outcomes in counseling. In order to be competent in 
assessment, you will need to seek supervised practice opportunities in addition to learning 
the content in this textbook. Each chapter in this book will help you build upon your ability 
to integrate assessment into your practice as a professional counselor.

Throughout the textbook, we use the term assessment rather than testing. It is impor-
tant to understand that testing is just one component of the assessment process and that 
the scope of assessment activities is far beyond the exclusive use of standardized tests. 
Although we will present information about important and widely used educational and 
psychological tests throughout the text, we stress that assessment is more than simply giv-
ing tests. Assessment involves collecting and integrating information about an individual 
from multiple methods (e.g., interviews, observations, tests) and multiple sources (e.g., the 
client, family members, teachers, physicians). Corroborating data from multiple assess-
ment methods and sources helps create a more comprehensive and accurate understand-
ing of the client and his or her presenting concerns.

After studying this chapter, you should be able to:
JJ Define assessment.
JJ Describe the various purposes of assessment.
JJ Describe the broad categories of data collection methods and the various sources of 
assessment information.

JJ Explain the importance of integrating multiple methods and multiple sources of 
assessment information.

JJ List and describe the steps in the assessment process.
JJ Describe the competencies required by counselors for the effective use of assessment 
instruments.

JJ Describe the historical context of assessment.
JJ Describe the application of computer technology in the field of assessment.

What is assessment?

Before we can talk about the assessment process, it is important to understand our defini-
tion of assessment. The term assessment refers to any systematic procedure for collecting 
information that is used to make inferences or decisions about the characteristics of a per-
son (American Educational Research Association (AERA), American Psychological 
 Association (APA), & National Council on Measurement in Education (NCME), 2014). 
Assessment encompasses a broad array of data collection methods from multiple sources 
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to yield relevant, accurate, and reliable information about an individual. In counseling and 
other helping professions, assessment is considered a process, because it is the continual 
practice of gathering information. Some hold to a traditional (yet erroneous) belief that 
assessment is limited to the first meeting with an individual; in reality, assessment is an 
ongoing process that may begin even before the first face-to-face contact with the indi-
vidual and that continues throughout the course of the helping relationship.

Many disciplines employ the activity of assessment, including psychology, coun-
seling, education, social work, health, military, and business and industry. Educators and 
other school personnel use assessment to identify learning or behavioral or emotional 
problems in students and to determine appropriate interventions and educational plans. 
Psychologists and other mental health professionals utilize assessment to help in diagnos-
ing mental disorders, treatment planning, and monitoring and evaluating treatment pro-
gress. Career counselors engage in assessment to evaluate individuals’ vocational interests 
and aptitudes. Because numerous types of professionals engage in assessment, we will 
refer to those individuals as counselors, test users, assessors, examiners, or simply professionals 
throughout the textbook. Similarly, we will refer to individuals who participate in the 
assessment process as clients, test takers, assessees, or examinees.

Assessment is often equated with testing, and the two terms are often confused or 
erroneously used interchangeably. Even today, many published textbooks hardly distin-
guish between assessment and testing. As Cohen, Swerdlik, and Sturman (2012) noted, 
testing has been a catch-all phrase for the entire testing process rather than just the admin-
istration of a test. However, assessment goes beyond merely giving tests. It is a compre-
hensive process that involves the integration of information from multiple data collection 
methods (e.g., interviews, tests, observations). Therefore, tests are now considered to be 
one aspect of the overall assessment process (American Educational Research Association 
(AERA) et al., 2014). The fact that assessment can proceed effectively without testing helps 
to distinguish between these two activities (Weiner, 2013).

The methods for collecting assessment information can be grouped into three broad 
categories: interviews, tests, and observations. Each category comprises a wide array of 
formal and informal instruments and strategies, such as unstructured interviews, rating 
scales, standardized tests, projective drawings, checklists, questionnaires, and so on. 
Assessment also involves obtaining information from various sources, which may include 
the client, family members, spouses or partners, teachers, physicians, mental health profes-
sionals, and other professionals. The assessment process varies from assessment to assess-
ment, depending upon the purpose for assessment, the setting in which the assessment 
takes place, the needs of the client, and the availability and utility of the methods and 
sources of information (Weiner, 2013). We emphasize the importance of using multiple 
methods in most assessments, because the results of a single assessment instrument should 
never be the sole determinant of important decisions about clients.

the Purposes of assessment

Now that we have defined assessment, it is important to explore the rationale for conduct-
ing assessment in counseling and other helping professions. Why do counselors assess? 
The short answer to this question is to gather information about a client. However, the 
information that counselors need to collect about a client depends a great deal on the 
 purpose or reason for assessment. The research literature contains at least four general 
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 purposes of assessment, including screening, identification and diagnosis, intervention 
planning, and progress and outcome evaluation (Erford, 2012; Sattler & Hoge, 2006; 
Selborn, Marion, & Bagby, 2013).

screening Screening is a quick process, usually involving a single procedure or instru-
ment, used to determine whether an individual has a high risk of having a specific problem 
and needs more in-depth assessment at that time. The screening process is not comprehen-
sive, and the instruments used for screening are often held to lower standards of psycho-
metrical soundness (Erford, 2012). Screening does not necessarily detect a specific problem 
or disorder an individual might have or how serious it might be; rather, it provides coun-
selors with preliminary information that identifies those individuals with a high probabil-
ity of having a particular problem. If an individual is identified as having a high risk for a 
disorder through the screening process, then further assessment is warranted. For exam-
ple, many colleges have depression screening days in which students are given the oppor-
tunity to complete a questionnaire or instrument that detects a risk for depression. If the 
results of the instrument indicate a high risk for depression, then the student is referred to 
the counseling center for further evaluation and, if needed, counseling.

identification and diagnosis In counseling, assessment is often conducted as a means 
of identifying or diagnosing problems, symptoms, or disorders. Diagnosis can be defined as 
a “detailed analysis of an individual’s strengths and weaknesses, with the general goal of 
arriving at a classification decision” (Erford, 2006, p. 2). The assessment process for diag-
nosis typically encompasses the use of a series of instruments and strategies to identify a 
client’s problem areas that need to be targeted for intervention. Many counselors are 
required to diagnose individuals using a classification system called the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Associa-
tion (APA), 2013). Mental disorders are behavioral or psychological patterns that impair an 
individual’s cognitive, emotional, or behavioral functioning. In mental health counseling 
settings, depression and anxiety are examples of problems commonly diagnosed using the 
DSM-5. In school settings, identifying students who may be experiencing delays or learn-
ing problems is an important objective of assessment.

intervention Planning Intervention planning (i.e., treatment planning) involves deciding on 
a course of action that facilitates client change and helps improve the client’s outcome. In most 
cases, an individual is referred for counseling because he or she is struggling and needs spe-
cific psychological, educational, or behavioral interventions to improve his or her situation 
(Lichtenberger, Mather, Kaufman, & Kaufman, 2005). In these cases, the purpose of assess-
ment is to gather information to determine the most effective interventions that address and 
resolve the client’s specific areas of concern. There are innumerable interventions that a coun-
selor can choose from, and the interventions decided upon are based on the client’s problems 
and the reason for referral. In addition, the setting in which the assessment takes place (such 
as a school, hospital, community mental health agency, private practice, or vocational center) 
will influence the types of interventions recommended (Lichtenberger et al., 2005).

Progress and outcome evaluation Once interventions have been implemented, coun-
selors may use various assessment instruments and strategies to monitor a client’s pro-
gress and evaluate outcome. By periodically monitoring a client’s progress, counselors can 
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determine if the interventions are positively impacting the client. If an intervention is 
 having no positive effects, then counselors may reevaluate the client and make new inter-
vention plans. When an intervention program is completed, counselors may conduct an 
outcome evaluation to determine if the particular intervention was effective and if the cli-
ent achieved his or her goals at the end of counseling. The first step in progress and outcome 
evaluation is establishing a baseline measure of the client’s condition. This usually takes place 
during the initial meeting for assessment and can involve the use of formal or informal 
assessment instruments or strategies. For example, an informal method would be to ask 
the client to rate his or her feelings of depression on a scale from 0 to 10, with 0 indicating 
a complete absence of depressive symptoms and 10 indicating feeling intensely depressed. 
An example of a formal assessment instrument designed specifically for progress and out-
come evaluation is the Outcome Questionnaire (OQ-45), which measures adult clients’ 
psychological symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety), interpersonal functioning, and social 
role functioning. The assessment methods used to collect baseline data are periodically 
readministered to monitor the client’s progress over the course of intervention. To assess 
the outcome of the intervention, the same instruments are also administered after the cli-
ent has completed the intervention. Results from the outcome assessment are analyzed to 
determine if there has been a change from the baseline score.

multiple methods and multiple sources

You are likely beginning to see that assessment is a complex but essential process. Counse-
lors using best practices conduct assessment by using multiple methods and multiple 
sources. Imagine having a complex jigsaw puzzle that you need to put together without 
having an idea of what the puzzle is supposed to look like when it is completed. You might 
attempt to use different approaches to determine some direction for solving the puzzle, 
you might get others to give you input about the process and outcome, and you might 
apply some problem-solving methods to the task. Conducting a thorough assessment is a 
similar process. As counselors and helping professionals, we often are unaware of what 
the end picture will look like for a client, but we have to begin to piece together the parts 
that will aim toward a solution to the presenting problems.

Selecting and utilizing multiple methods of data collection, which may be referred to as 
a multimodal approach to assessment, is essential in order to have checks and balances for 
information gathered. The methods utilized to collect assessment information can be 
broadly categorized as interviews, tests, and observations. Within each category is a wide 
array of formal (e.g., standardized tests, structured interviews, formal observation) and 
informal (e.g., unstructured interviews, projective techniques, checklists, questionnaires, 
anecdotal reports) instruments and strategies. The sources of assessment information may 
include the client, parents, spouses or partners, teachers, physicians, and mental health 
professionals, to name just a few. Figure 1.1 illustrates the various methods and sources 
that may be utilized in the assessment process. In most assessments, using multiple meth-
ods and multiple sources is important for obtaining information that is thorough enough 
to produce an in-depth understanding of the individual. Counselors should never rely 
solely on the results of a single assessment instrument or strategy to make important deci-
sions about clients. In this section, we will present an overview of the methods (i.e., inter-
views, tests, observations) and sources of assessment information. Chapter 2 more fully 
describes each of these assessment methods and sources.
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It may seem like an obvious point, but meeting face-to-face (or via camera) with a 
client is critical for gaining a complete picture from the assessment process. The interview 
is a face-to-face meeting of the assessment professional and the client. Interviewing may 
include such diverse techniques as unstructured interactions, semistructured interactions, 
and highly formal structured interactions. Its primary purpose is to gather background 
information relevant to the reason for assessment. The interview can be considered the 
single most important method of gathering information about the client’s presenting prob-
lem and background information. Without interview data, information from tests and 
observations is without context and meaningless. In many settings, the interview is the 
primary (and sometimes only) assessment method used to collect data.

Tests are instruments designed to measure specific attributes of an individual, such 
as knowledge or skill level, intellectual functioning, aptitude, interests or preferences, val-
ues, personality traits, psychological symptoms, level of functioning, and so on. Counse-
lors may use data collected from formal and informal tests, checklists, questionnaires, or 
inventories for several purposes, such as screening for emotional, behavioral, or learning 
problems; classifying or diagnosing certain attributes, problems, or disorders; selecting or 
placing individuals into training, educational or vocational programs, or employment 
opportunities; assisting in planning educational or psychological interventions; or evaluat-
ing the effectiveness of specific interventions or educational programs. Test results are 

Assessment

Methods

1. Interviews

2. Tests

Standarized tests and inventories
Teacher- or counselor-made tests
Checklists
Questionnaires
Projective drawings
Work samples

Rating scales
Event recording
Duration recording
Time sampling
Raw notes
Anecdotal records

3. Observations 

Unstructured interviews
Semistructured interviews
Structured interviews

1. The Client

2. Collateral Sources

Personal Sources
(spouses/partners, parents, other 
family members)

Professional Sources 
(teachers/other school personnel, 
mental health professionals, 
medical professionals)

Records (mental health records, 
school records, medical records, 
department of social services 
records/reports, court records, 
military records, criminal
history records)

Sources

FIGURE 1.1 Multiple methods and multiple sources of the assessment process.
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particularly useful in assessment, because they may reveal vital diagnostic information 
that would not have been uncovered through other assessment methods.

Observation is an assessment method that involves watching and recording the behav-
ior of an individual in a particular environment. It is a way of seeing what a person actu-
ally does, rather than relying on others’ perceptions of behavior. Observation is useful for 
collecting information about an individual’s emotional responses, social interactions, 
motor skills, and job performance and for identifying specific patterns of behavior. Obser-
vation can be formal, involving the use of standardized rating scales and highly structured 
procedures, or informal, with the counselor taking raw notes regarding a client’s verbal 
and nonverbal behavior during the assessment.

In addition to multiple methods, counselors use multiple sources of information. The 
client is usually the primary source of information during the assessment process. Other 
sources of information (called collateral sources) include personal sources, such as parents, 
spouses or partners, and others close to the individual being evaluated, and professional 
sources, such as teachers, physicians, mental health professionals, and other professionals. 
Information from collateral sources is valuable, because it is typically more objective and 
reliable than information obtained directly from examinees. Another source of assessment 
information comes from client records, such as school grades or attendance, previous psy-
chological or educational assessment reports, mental health treatment plans or summaries, 
court documents, records from social services agencies, and so on.

There is no set standard as to the number of methods or sources that should be used 
in assessment. The methods and sources chosen for the assessment process typically depend 
upon the nature of the referral questions, the reason for assessment, and available assess-
ment resources. The client interview is considered the cornerstone of assessment and is 
employed in almost all cases. However, utilizing additional methods and sources of infor-
mation leads to a more complete and accurate picture of the individual being evaluated. For 
example, say that a mental health counselor working in an outpatient counseling center 
conducts unstructured interviews with clients to determine the reason they are seeking 
counseling and to collect relevant background information. The counselor also asks clients 
to complete a self-report checklist of psychological symptoms. From the checklist, the coun-
selor discovers that a particular client has many symptoms of depression, which the client 
did not disclose during the interview. In this example, the use of the checklist provided 
essential information that was not uncovered by the interview alone. The client profile also 
might be more clearly detailed with the administration of some standardized tests; how-
ever, the counselor might not have access to these tests in his work setting.

the assessment Process

Now that we have defined assessment and discussed methods and sources, it is important 
to reemphasize that the assessment process is more than simply giving a test. Assessment 
is a complex, problem-solving process that necessitates collecting and analyzing informa-
tion about an individual in order to make decisions or inferences about that person. The 
first and most important step in the assessment process is to identify the client’s problem(s) 
to be addressed and the reason for assessment (Urbina, 2014). A clear sense of why an 
assessment is being conducted helps counselors select the methods and sources of infor-
mation that will provide an adequate basis for arriving at useful conclusions and recom-
mendations (Weiner, 2013). In most instances, the process of assessment ends with a verbal 
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or written report that contains the assessment results and recommendations. In between 
the beginning and end points of the assessment process are other additional actions 
directed at collecting relevant client information. Although the process of assessment 
might appear overwhelming now, it can be broken down into the following four manage-
able steps (Hardwood, Beutler, & Groth-Marnat, 2011):

1. Identify the Problem The first step in the assessment process is identifying the pre-
senting problem—that is, the reason that the individual is being assessed. Because 
assessment is so clearly linked to counseling, the reason for assessment and the rea-
son for counseling are often one and the same. Reasons for assessment and/or coun-
seling can stem from a variety of problems or concerns, such as academic or vocational 
performance, cognitive abilities, behavioral problems, or emotional and social func-
tioning (Lichtenberger et al., 2005). In order to proceed to the next step in the assess-
ment process, the counselor must have a clear idea about what the problem is and the 
reasons for which the client is being seen.

Clients may be self-referred for assessment, or they may be referred by another 
source, such as a family member, teacher, judge, physician, or human resources man-
ager. Referral sources can help clarify the nature and severity of the client’s problem 
through the specific questions they want answered about the client. Thus, referral 
questions are often directly linked to the problem being addressed in assessment. The 
following are examples of referral questions that help define the client’s problem:
• Does this student have a learning disability? If so, does he or she qualify for special 

education or related services?
• Is this child ready to begin kindergarten?
• Does this child’s problematic behavior indicate a diagnosis of Attention Deficit/

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)?
• Is this individual suicidal?
• Does this adult have Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)?
• Does this parent have a mental disorder that might interfere with parenting?
• What are this individual’s vocational interests?
• How well can this employee be expected to perform if promoted to a management 

position?
2. Select and Implement Assessment Methods After counselors determine the nature 

of the problem that needs to be appraised in the assessment process, the next step 
involves selecting and implementing methods for collecting data (e.g., interviews, 
tests, observation) and determining the sources of assessment information. Counse-
lors choose from among numerous formal and informal assessment instruments 
and strategies based on the reason for referral, the context in which the assessment 
takes place, and the adequacy of the instruments and procedures they will use. 
Interviews are used in almost every assessment to obtain background information 
about an individual, including family history, work and education background, 
social history, and other relevant cultural and environmental factors. Counselors 
may administer tests to evaluate a person’s cognitive functioning, knowledge, skills, 
abilities, or personality traits. Observation may be used to record or monitor a cli-
ent’s behavior in a particular setting. Collateral information also may be obtained 
from family members, spouses or partners, and others close to the individual being 
evaluated. Although there are no set guidelines for which or how many assessment 
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instruments or strategies to use, in general, the more methods used to collect data, 
the more accurate and objective the information obtained.

3. Evaluate the Assessment Information A key task for counselors is evaluating assess-
ment information, which involves scoring, interpreting, and integrating information 
obtained from all assessment methods and sources to answer the referral question. 
To be competent in evaluating assessment information, counselors need knowledge 
and skills in basic statistical concepts, psychometric principles, and the procedures 
for interpreting assessment results. Evaluating assessment information is a difficult 
step, because the counselor is often confronted with a dizzying array of information 
gathered during the assessment process. To organize this data, counselors can use 
the following steps (Kamphaus & Frick, 2010; Sattler & Hoge, 2006):
a. Document any significant findings that clearly identify problem areas.
b. Identify convergent findings across methods and sources.
c. Identify and explain discrepancies in information across methods and sources.
d. Arrive at a tentative formulation or hypothesis of the individual’s problem.
e. Determine the information to include in the assessment report.

4. Report Assessment Results and Make Recommendations The final step in the assess-
ment process is reporting results and making recommendations. This involves 
(a) describing the individual being assessed and his or her situation, (b) reporting gen-
eral hypotheses about the individual, (c) supporting those hypotheses with assessment 
information, and (d) proposing recommendations related to the original reason for 
referral (Kaufman & Lichtenberger, 2002; Ownby, 1997; Sattler, 2008). The general 
hypotheses are the counselor’s descriptive or clinical impressions of the individual that 
are based on multiple methods and sources of assessment data. When reporting these 
hypotheses, make sure to provide enough assessment data to support your conclusion.

Making recommendations involves identifying specific ways to resolve the pre-
senting problem or referral question by addressing the assessment’s key findings 
about the individual (Lichtenberger et al., 2005). Counselors recommend strategies 
and interventions that are designed to facilitate change and improve outcomes based 
on the individual and his or her assessment results (Kaufman & Lichtenberger, 2002). 
Because individuals are referred for assessment for a variety of reasons, recommen-
dations vary depending on the referral questions. In addition, the setting in which 
the assessment takes place (such as a school, hospital, mental health clinic, college, or 
vocational training center) will influence the type and number of recommendations 
(Kaufman & Lichtenberger, 2002). For example, in school settings, most referrals for 
assessment involve students’ problems that affect their academic performance. In 
this situation, recommendations typically focus on behavioral interventions, instruc-
tional strategies, or other appropriate educational services (Lichtenberger et al., 
2005). Assessments at mental health centers are requested generally for diagnosing 
mental disorders, treatment planning, and monitoring treatment progress; thus, rec-
ommendations may include a variety of clinical interventions and techniques.

competencies required for assessment

Just like professional counseling, you need both knowledge and skills to be competent in 
assessment. Although a course in measurement and assessment might provide you with 
the foundational knowledge of assessment, you would need supervised practice to be 




