


CACREP Guide: Brief Version 
CACREP 2009 STANDARDS 

1. PROFESSIONAL ORIENTATION AND ETHCIAL PRACTICE - studies that 
provide an understanding of all of the following aspects of professional 
functioning:
a. history and philosophy of the counseling profession,   
b. professional roles, functions, and relationships with other human service 

providers, including strategies for interagency/interorganization collabo-
ration and communication

c. counselor’s role and responsibilities as an interdisciplinary emergency 
management response team

d. self care strategies
e. counseling supervision models, practices and processes
f. professional organizations including membership benefits, activities, 

service to members and current issues
g. professional credentialing, including certification, licensure and accredi-

tation practices and standards
h. the role and process of the professional counselor advocating on behalf 

of the profession
i. advocacy processes needed to address institutional and social barriers 

that impede access, equity, and success for clients
j. ethical standards of professional organizations and credentialing bodies and 

applications of ethical and legal  consideration in professional counseling

2. SOCIAL AND CULTURAL DIVERSITY - studies that provide an understanding 
of the cultural context of relationships, issues and trends in a multicultural 
society related to including all of the following:
a. multicultural and pluralistic trends, including characteristics and concerns 

between and within diverse groups nationally and internationally
b. attitudes, beliefs, understandings, and acculturative experiences, includ-

ing specific experiential learning activities designed to foster students’ 
understanding of self and culturally diverse clients

c. theories of multicultural counseling, identity development and social justice
d. individual, couple, family, group, and community strategies for working 

with  and advocating for diverse populations, including multicultural 
competencies. 

e. counselors’ roles in developing cultural self-awareness, promoting cul-
tural  social justice, advocacy and conflict resolution and other culturally 
supported behaviors that promote optimal wellness and growth of the 
human spirit, mind, or body. 

f. counselors’ roles in eliminating bias, prejudices and processes of inten-
tional and unintentional oppression and discrimination

g. ethical and legal considerations

3. HUMAN GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT - studies that provide an 
understanding of the nature and needs of individuals at all developmental 
levels and in multicultural context, including all of the following:
a. theories of individual and family development and transitions across the 

life-span
b. theories of learning and personality development including current 

understanding about neurobiological behavior
c. effects of crises, disasters and other trauma-causing events on persons 

of all ages
d. theories and models of individual,  cultural, couple, family, community 

resilience
e. human behavior, including an understanding of developmental crises, 

disability, psychopathology and situational and environmental factors 
that affect both normal and abnormal behavior

f. theories and etiology of addictions and addictive behaviors including 
strategies for prevention, intervention and treatment 

g. theories for facilitating optimal development and wellness over the life 
span

4. CAREER DEVELOPMENT - studies that provide an understanding of career 
development and related life factors, including all of the following:
a. career development theories and decision-making models
b. career, avocational, educational, occupational and labor market informa-

tion resources, visual and career information systems
c. career development program planning, organization, implementation, 

administration, and evaluation
d. interrelationships among and between work, family, and other life roles and 

factors including the role of multicultural issues  in career development

e. career and educational planning, placement, follow-up, and evaluation
f. assessment instruments and techniques that are relevant to career  deci-

sion making
g. career counseling processes, techniques, and resources, including those 

applicable to specific populations in a global economy

5. HELPING RELATIONSHIPS - studies that provide an understanding of 
counseling in a multicultural society, including all of the following:
a. an orientation to wellness and prevention as desired counseling 

goals
b. counselor characteristics and behaviors that influence helping processes 

including
c. essential interviewing and counseling skills
d. counseling theories that provide the student with models to concep-

tualize client presentation and that help the student select appropri-
ate counseling interventions.  Students will be exposed to models of 
counseling that are consistent with current professional research and 
practice in the field so they begin to develop a personal model of 
counseling.

e. a systems perspective that provides an understanding of family & 
other systems theories and major models of family and related inter-
ventions. 

f. a general framework for understanding and practicing. consultation 
g. crisis intervention and suicide prevention models including the use of 

psychological first aid strategies.  
h. ethical and legal considerations

6. GROUP WORK - studies that provide both theoretical and experiential 
understandings of group purpose, development, dynamics, counseling 
theories, group  method skills, and other group approaches in a 
multicultural society, including all of the following:
a. principles of group dynamics, including group process components, 

developmental stage theories, group members’ roles and behaviors, and 
therapeutic factors of group work

b. group leadership styles and approaches, including characteristics of 
various types of group leaders and leadership styles

c. direct experiences in which students participate as group members in a 
small group activity , approved by the program, for a minimum of 10 
clock hours over the course of one academic term

7. ASSESSMENT - studies that provide an understanding of individual and 
group approaches to assessment and evaluation, in a multicultural society 
including all of the following:
a. historical perspectives concerning the nature & meaning of assessment
b. basic concepts of standardized and non-standardized testing and other 

assessment techniques including norm-referenced and criterion-refer-
enced assessment, environmental assessment, performance assess-
ment, individual and group test and inventory methods, psychological 
testing and behavioral observations, 

c. statistical concepts, including scales of measurement, measures of cen-
tral tendency, indices of variability, shapes and types of distributions, 
and correlations

d. reliability (i.e., theory of measurement error, models of reliability, and 
the use of reliability information)

e. validity (i.e., evidence of validity, types of validity, and the relationship 
between reliability and validity)

f. age, gender, social and cultural factors related to the assessment of indi-
viduals, groups and specific populations

g. ethical  strategies for selecting, administering, & interpreting assessment 
and evaluation instruments and techniques in counseling

8. RESEARCH AND PROGRAM EVALUATION - studies that provide an 
understanding of research methods, statistical analysis, needs assessment, 
and program evaluation, including all of the following:
a. the importance of research in advancing the counseling profession
b. research methods such as qualitative, quantitative, single-case designs, 

action research, and outcome-based research
c. statistical methods in conducting research and program evaluation, 
d. principles, models, and applications of needs assessment, program 

evaluation, and use of findings to effect program modifications
e. use of research to improve evidence based practice 
f. ethical and culturally relevant strategies for interpreting and reporting 

the results of research and program evaluation studies.
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Introduction to the Series
Counseling and Professional Identity

Counseling Theory: Guiding Reflective Practice will introduce you to myriad theories and 
models guiding counselor practice. This text and the theories represented will play an 
important role in your ongoing development as a professional counselor. Growing as a 
competent professional counselor requires the acquisition and employment of more com-
plex mental structures—those that help counselors organize information and make mean-
ing of experience in a more comprehensive, integrated, and differentiated manner. 
Counseling theory is integral to these processes of finding meaning and directing practice. 
The use of theories to guide practice enables counselors to engage in problem solving from 
a broader range of perspectives.

This text provides a learning experience that will foster the development of these com-
plex mental structures. However, one text—one learning experience—will not be sufficient 
for the successful formation of your professional identity and practice. That will be a life-
long process—one we hope to facilitate through the presentation of this text and creation 
of our series of counseling books, titled Counseling and Professional Identity.

Counseling and Professional Identity is a fresh, pedagogically sound series of texts target-
ing counselors in training. This series is not simply a compilation of isolated books match-
ing those already available in the market. Rather, each book in the series, while targeting 
specific knowledge and skills and proving valuable in and of itself, gains further value and 
significance as an integral part of a coordinated series of texts targeting the professional 
development of counselors. The focus and content of each text within the series serve as a 
single lens through which a counselor can view clients, engage in practice, and articulate 
a personal professional identity. This is one lens among the many needed to serve as a 
competent counselor.

Counseling and Professional Identity, as noted, is not simply a “package” of traditional 
texts. Rather, the series provides an integrated curriculum targeting the formation of the 
reader’s professional identity and efficient, ethical practice. Each book in the series is struc-
tured to facilitate the reader’s ongoing professional formation. The materials found within 
each text are organized to move the reader to higher levels of cognitive, affective, and psy-
chomotor functioning, resulting in their assimilation in the reader’s professional identity 
and approach to professional practice. The texts included within the series reflect the core 
courses provided in most graduate counselor education programs (see Table P.1).
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While each text targets a specific set of core competencies (see Table P.1), they all share 
a common emphasis:

1. Assimilation of concepts and constructs provided across texts in the series, thus 
fostering the reader’s ongoing development as a competent professional

2. Blending of contemporary theory with current research and empirical support

3. Development of procedural knowledge, with each text employing case illustrations 
and guided practice exercises to facilitate the reader’s ability to translate the 
theory and research discussed into professional decision making and application

4. Need for and means of demonstrating accountability

5. Fostering of the reader’s professional identity and, with it, assimilation of the 
ethics and standards of practice guiding the counseling profession

Counseling and Professional Identity
Books in the Series Typical Courses Served by the Text
Introduction to Professional Counseling
Varunee Faii Sangganjanavanich and Cynthia A. Reynolds

Introductory

Becoming a Skilled Counselor
Richard D. Parsons and Naijian Zhang

Basic skills

Becoming a Multiculturally Competent Counselor
Changming Duan and Chris Brown

Multicultural and diversity

Counseling Individuals Through the Lifespan
Daniel Wai Chung Wong, Kim Hall, Cheryl Justice, and Lucy 
Wong Hernandez

Human development

Counseling Assessment and Evaluation: Fundamentals of 
Applied Practice
Joshua C. Watson and Brandé Flamez

Assessment

Research Methods for Counseling
Robert Wright

Fundamental research

Counseling Theory: Guiding Reflective Practice
Richard D. Parsons and Naijian Zhang (Eds.)

Theories

Ethical Decision Making for the 21st Century Counselor
Donna S. Sheperis, Michael Koct, and Stacy Henning

Ethics—or sections within each course 
covering ethical issues

Career Development and Counseling: Theory and Practice in a 
Multicultural World
Mei Tang and Jane Goodman

Career counseling

Counselor as Consultant
David Scott, Chadwick Royal, and Daniel Kissinger

Consultation and coordination

Group Work: An Introduction for Helping Professionals
Robert Conyne

Group dynamics, group counseling

Table P.1  Books and Corresponding CACREP (Council for the Accreditation of Counseling and 
Related Educational Programs) Competencies
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Editors’ Preface

“Why?” When asked by a curious observer of human behavior, this question, more often 
than not, brings responses characterized as “maybes” rather than “absolutes.” Human behav-
ior is complex. Observers of human behavior have drawn inferences and interpretations, and 
some have developed these into hypothetical constructs and theoretical models—all in the 
hope they will conform to the real, empirical world of the behavior being observed.

For counselors, theories of human behavior need to be more than just points of intel-
lectual curiosity. Counseling theory is an invaluable tool essential to effective counseling. 
The value of theory rests in its use as a screen or filter—an orienting framework through 
which client information can be processed and better understood.

Counseling theories help counselors distinguish the relevant from the tangential. They 
give counselors the framework for making predictions about clients’ behavior. Counseling 
theories provide the counselor direction as to the goals and purposes of the counseling as 
well as the processes and techniques needed to achieve those ends.

Counseling Theory: Guiding Reflective Practice provides an understanding of the process 
of change and use of both classical and cutting-edge theoretical models of change as lenses 
through which to process client information and develop case conceptualizations and 
intervention plans. This text is unique among the vast array of “theories” textbooks in that 
it features the following:

•	 Expert practitioners as authors: Each of the theories presented within this book is 
written by an expert in that theory—someone who not only understands the theory 
presented but also employs it as a framework for client case conceptualization and 
treatment planning.

•	 Insight into professional identity: The authors—who are scholars, academics, and 
practitioners—share the special value and import of the theories they employ, not 
just as a guide to their practice decisions but as an essential component of their 
professional identities.

•	 Emphasis on application: This book goes beyond promoting understanding of theories 
to facilitating their application to guide practice. It demonstrates the truth behind 
Lewin’s statement that there is “nothing so practical as a good theory.”1 The text 
employs a single illustrative case and the concept of “reflective practice” as the 
anchor for each author’s presentation of a particular theory. While articulating the 
history, significant contributors, and essential concepts of the theory, the primary 

1Lewin, K. (1951). Field theory in social science: Selected theoretical papers. New York: Harper, p. 169.
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focus of each chapter is on the contributor’s application of that theory to the 
illustrative case. Each author will demonstrate, use of the theory as a tool guiding the 
practitioner in processing client data and formulating treatment plans. This modeling, 
along with the chapter’s guided practices, helps the reader “see” the theory in action 
and employ it to guide his or her own case conceptualization and practice decisions.

•	 Reflection of the reality of increasing globalization: This book presents theories that 
reflect the increasing globalization and diversity of clients engaged in counseling and 
the issues they bring. It not only highlights the various lenses through which one 
must view multicultural issues but also demonstrates how each of the theories 
discussed, while developed in Western culture, can apply to people from different 
cultural backgrounds.

•	 Presentation of classical and cutting-edge theories: While the classical theories of 
counseling are fully presented within this text, it also provides the reader with a 
“peek” into the future of counseling as a profession and practice, as it takes form in 
emerging, cutting-edge theories that will move counseling well into the 21st century.

•	 Address of CACREP competencies: As with all the books in this series, Counseling 
Theory: Guiding Reflective Practices is most noteworthy in that it has been developed 
to foster the reader’s formative development and professional identity. This book 
gains value by being a significant part of the integrated series, targeting the 
professional formation of counselors. As part of an integrated body of work, this 
book presents theory as an essential component to the counselor’s identity formation 
and eventual professional practice, and to this end is designed to address specific 
competencies identified by CACREP as essential to developing an understanding of 
the processes of counseling and development of a counselor’s professional identity. 
Specifically, the goals of this text are as follows:

1. Demonstrate the value of theory to a counselor’s reflective practice

2. Identify the historical roots of contemporary theories

3. Present models of counseling consistent with current professional research and 
practice

4. Compare and contrast the major tenets of affective, behavioral, and cognitive theories

5. Apply counseling theory to material guiding case conceptualization and selection 
of appropriate interventions

6. Describe the “what,” “when,” and “why” of selecting family and other systems 
theories and related interventions

7. Highlight the impact of increasing globalization and diversification of the practice 
of professional counseling and of the clients served

We are proud to have had the opportunity to assemble such a diverse group of scholar-
practitioners to share their chosen theories and unique professional identities. We know 
you will find their presentation valuable to your own professional practice and developing 
professional identity.
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C H A P T E R  1

Theory and the Reflective 
Practitioner

Richard D. Parsons

Counselors, like most “helpers,” tend to be doers—pragmatic in their approach. But coun-
selors, unlike lay helpers, are professionals, and as professional counselors, they “do” what 
they do with intentionality and rationale.

Counseling is not a haphazard, random, hit-or-miss process. Counselors approach their 
work with their clients with an understanding about the human condition and the factors 
and processes that promote growth and well-being. As trained professionals, counselors 
are objective observers who deliberately gather data deemed essential both to understand-
ing the nature of the client’s concern and to the formulation of a treatment plan. The 
interpretation of these data and the resultant understanding are guided by the “theory” of 
the human condition that the counselor brings to professional encounters.

This chapter introduces you to the nature and value of theory. But beyond merely pre-
senting the rationale for the use of theory in practice, this chapter and all those that follow 
attempt to help you reframe “theory” so you will value counseling theory as an essential 
component of effective practice, not just academic curiosity. Specifically, after reading this 
chapter you will be able to do the following:

1. Describe the essential qualities of a “good” theory

2. Explain the value of theory as a guide to counselors’ understanding

3. Describe the connection of theory to counseling approach and treatment planning

4. Explain the role “theory” plays in the ongoing development of a counselor’s 
professional identity
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COUNSELING THEORY IN CONTEXT

Early approaches—or “theories,” if you will—describing the origin, course, and even treat-
ment of those we would now identify as having psychological problems often pointed to 
spiritual, or supernatural, causes. The Middle Ages were ripe with illustrations of this 
demonological perspective. People who we now know and were most likely suffering from 
psychological disorders were tortured in an effort to remove the demons and cure the 
affliction. Thankfully, our theories and practices have progressed from those darker days—
under the guidance of the research and practice of many thoughtful pioneers.

Development of the psychodynamic approach (see Chapter 4) and the work of Sigmund 
Freud are often identified as a significant turning point, or even first major force, in the 
development of psychotherapy. Significant in this “first force” was emphasis on the natural 
versus supernatural nature of psychological disturbance and the rooting of its understand-
ing in “science” and practice.

This initial formation of our understanding and practice of psychotherapy was further aided 
by the appearance of the research and practice of early behaviorists (see Chapter 10) and those 
modern theorists who followed in the tradition of cognitive-behavioral theory (see Chapter 9). 
This second influence turned our attention away from the determinism of early childhood 
experiences and unconscious drives and instincts and toward a focus on understanding the 
impact of learning and environmental conditions as they give shape to our thinking and actions. 
A final wave of theories confronted the implied negative view of man proposed by many in the 
psychodynamic orientation and the mechanistic view offered by many behavioral theorists. 
Led by Carl Rogers (see Chapters 6 and 7), this third force in psychology—the existential-
humanistic orientation—emphasized the positive nature of the human condition and pointed 
to the importance of people taking charge of their lives in the process of finding meaning.

Since these initial “schools” of psychology, theories have continued to be created, 
refined, combined, and altered. According to Kazdin (2008), there are more than 500 dif-
ferent approaches to counseling. While this growth and refinement in counseling and 
psychotherapy theory speaks to the value of theory in the guidance of one’s practice, it is 
essential that counselors learn to discern what is “good” theory.

The American Counseling Association’s (ACA, 2005) Code of Ethics directs counselors to 
devise counseling plans that have a reasonable promise of success (Section A.1.c). This is 
a mandate that can be met by the judicious use of theories as a guide to practice decisions, 
assuming that counselors approach their practice and the theory(ies) they employ with a 
critical, evaluative attitude.

THEORY

While it may be obvious, “theory” is not “fact.” A theory is a system of inferences, assump-
tions, and interpretations drawn from one’s observations and experiences. And while we 
all draw inferences from our experiences or jump to conclusions based on our biases and 
assumptions, such meaning-making, while perhaps reflective of our personal theory, typi-
cally fails to manifest the qualities characteristic of a “good” theory: precision and testabil-
ity, empirical validity, parsimony, stimulation, and practicality/utility.
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Precision and Testability
A good theory in counseling or physics is general and provides clear operational definitions 
of its constructs that will allow others to “test” the theory, which in turn predicts future 
observations and stimulates new discoveries. “Good” theories present well-defined, spe-
cific, and measurable constructs (Monte & Sollod, 2008). In addition to providing precise 
constructs, a good theory also specifies the nature of the relationship these constructs have 
with one another. Such precision allows for others to investigate these constructs, their 
relationship, and the fundamentals of any one theory to determine the degree to which it 
meets the next criterion of a “good” theory—that is, empirical validity.

Empirical Validity and Stimulation
Unlike theories in arts and philosophy that explain ideas and phenomena that may not be 
measurable, scientific theories—including those in counseling—propose explanation of 
phenomena that can be tested for confirmation or falsification using scientific experiments 
(Edies & Appelrouth, 2010). Testing counseling theories to assess their validity or truthful-
ness is a difficult process. The nature of our counseling does not lend itself to the purity of 
a scientist’s laboratory and controlled experimentation.

Over the course of the past 20 years, new research methods and statistical techniques 
have been developed and applied to researching counseling effectiveness and the degree 
to which employment of different theories contributes to that effectiveness. The findings, 
while generally supporting the effectiveness of counseling (Wampold, 2010), continue to 
find it difficult to differentiate the specific value of each theory. Most of the current 
research presents various theoretical orientations as equally effective with a wide variety 
of client issues (Wampold, 2010).

While some theories lend themselves more than others to validating research methodol-
ogy, as will be noted in the upcoming chapters, all theories seek to find empirical support 
for their validity and effectiveness. This ability to excite the research practitioner to ques-
tion and challenge is what constitutes the “stimulation” aspect of a good theory.

Parsimony
To be of value, theories should be parsimonious while at the same time comprehensive 
enough to address the entirety of the experience being explained. The principle of parsi-
mony directs us to value a theory that provides the simplest explanation when confronted 
with the option of a simple or complex interpretation. This assumes that both explanations 
are equally precise, testable, and valid.

Practicality/Utility
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, a theory should be of value to the practitioners who 
employ it. As with all scientific theories, counseling provides explanation for various ele-
ments of the human condition that can be tested for theory confirmation or falsification. 
But counseling theory moves beyond describing and “explaining” the reality we experience 
and presents ways one can affect those realities. Our counseling theories help us articulate 
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the assumptions, interpretations, and hypotheses we employ to understand what is hap-
pening with our clients and to make predictions about what may happen in the future. An 
effective counselor employs a theory to describe, explain, predict, and change behavior. A 
“good” theory in counseling serves as an essential ingredient to effective practice and prac-
tice decisions (Hansen, 2006, 2007).

THEORY: GUIDING PRACTICE DECISIONS AND  
SERVING ETHICAL PRACTICE

The National Cancer Institute’s (2005) monograph Theory at a Glance distinguishes two 
types of theory, both of which hold relevance for the professional counselor: explanatory 
theory and change theory.

Explanatory theory helps one understand complex situations (Buchanan, 1994) and, as 
such, is useful to counselors as they attempt to understand the stories their clients share. 
As explanatory theory, counseling theories help counselors take the complexity and 
uniqueness of a client’s presenting concerns and decompose this ill-structured problem 
into subproblems that can then be reconfigured in ways that allow for more meaningful 
resolution (Voss & Post, 1988). Consider the data shared by the client in Part A of Case 
Illustration 1.1. Of everything the client said, what is truly important? A counselor seeking 
an answer to that question and questions such as, “What does the information suggest 
about the client or the client’s problem?” and “How might these data point to effective 
interventions?” may find answers within the counselor’s operative model or theory, as 
shown in Part B of Case Illustration 1.1.

What’s It All About?

Part A

The following exchange occurred during the opening minutes of the initial “intake” session with this 
37-year-old woman experiencing the break-up of a 3-year relationship.

Client: (Crying) I simply don’t know what to do . . . this is devastating.

Counselor:  If I understood what you shared, the ending of the relationship seemed to come “out 
of the blue”—totally unexpected?

Client:  He’s such a son of bitch. He led me on for 3 years, talking about marriage and picket 
fences and all that bullshit. I mean, sure we had our problems, but what relationship 
doesn’t?

CASE ILLUSTRATION 1.1
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    What am I to do? I’m 37 years old. Who’s gonna want me? I’m going to spend the 
rest of my life alone. I mean, really what does this say about me? What a loser I must 
be! Most of my friends are all moving on—married with kids, established relation-
ships, houses . . . good jobs. The friends I have who are single won’t want me hanging 
with them since for the past 3 years I put Tony ahead of them. And my family—Christ, 
mom will be crying about no grandkids!

    Who’s going to want to hang with me? I have absolutely nothing to offer . . . (breaks 
down in tears). I don’t want to be alone!

Part B

The following reflects the different focuses brought to interpretation of the client’s story as a result 
of employing two different counseling theories. Not only do the two therapists focus on different 
aspects of the client’s disclosure, but they are directed to two different types of interventions.

    Dr. L (Cognitive theory): Well, clearly she is in pain, and I truly feel for her struggle, but  
I am really drawn to her conclusion that “I’m 37 years old. Who’s gonna want me? I’m going 
to spend the rest of my life alone.” It seems, at least in this incident, that she has a tendency 
to overdramatize or catastrophize problems. Assuming that is true (and I would want to 
elicit more data to support that), then I believe helping her see this loss for what it is and 
nothing more, along with helping her discern the real consequences that follow from the 
ending of this relationship, rather than those that she is assuming, would be beneficial.

    If I can assume the relationship I have with her is strong enough, I would like to 
question, if not outright challenge, her on what appears to be faulty thinking. She is 
taking the fact that this one relationship (while 3 years long) ended as evidence that 
she will spend the rest of her life alone. Such catastrophizing of the event is, in my 
view, creating the extreme sadness and hopelessness she now experiences.

    Dr. G (Solution focused): She is presenting with a failed social relationship and is narrowly 
constructing her sense of her world and herself as a reflection of that one failed relation-
ship. With this view of self and the world, she is understandably feeling extremely sad and 
hopeless. However, as she shares her story, she hints at a goal (not to be alone) and even 
to the fact that she has the ability and experience to make and maintain relationships.

    She seems to be sharing that, while this relationship has ended, she has in fact 
developed relationships with many others—some married, some single. So I guess I 
would like to turn her attention to looking at the statement, “I don’t want to be 
alone,” and help her reframe that to a more positively stated goal, such as, “I want 
to have social relationships.” If I could help her focus on that, then we could look at 
the successes she has had in the past—with her current friends and even with Tony, 
during the early part of their relationship—as a way of identifying things she can do 
to reinstate old relationships or venture into new ones.




