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Teaching Social and Cultural Issues 
in Counseling 

Aretha Marbley, Janee Steele, and Garrett J. McAuliffe 

THE CASE OF THE NOVICE MULTICULTURAL COUNSELOR EDUCATOR 

Or. Rebel Moore is a newly hired assistant professor in counselor education at one of the most prestigious 
doctoral/research-intensive universities in the North Central region of the United States. She describes 
herself, without an apology or explanation, as an "army brat" of mixed ethnicity People typically describe 
her physical features as ambiguous. It is difficult to place her within any ethnic or racial category based 
solely on her physical characteristics. White students are unsure of her ethnic group affiliation, but clearly 
see her as a female faculty member of color who is culturally diverse. African American students see her 
as being Black. Hispanic/ Latino students believe that she is Latina. Asian students think she is Asian. 
Native American students think that she could be of Indian blood. 

Dr. Moore was assigned to teach, to her surprise, a counseling and diversity course, even though her 
training, expertise, and interests are in educational measurement and career instrumentation. Despite her 
rich and diverse cultural background, world travels, and broad worldview, she felt that she was unpre
pared to teach a master's-level counseling course in diversity With the exception of the one course in mul
ticultural counseling that. she had taken during her doctoral program, she had little formal experience or 
training in cultural competency or in teaching diversity counseling. As a result, in a panic she pulled out 
her old syllabus and the course book from the diversity counseling class that she had taken some eight 
years earlier. She began hungrily reading and thumbing through everything she could get her hands on 
for some ideas. She selected activities that she could use to teach this course, hoping to competently pre
pare her students to work with, and fight for, people from all backgrounds. 
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Surprisingly, even in this era Dr. Moore is typical not 
only of many professors who are commonly asked or 
required to teach diversity courses because of their race 
or sexual orientation, or because of a lack of available fac
ulty members who are qualified to teach multicultural 
classes. In fact, it represents the experience of the first 
author of this chapter. Similarly, even the more seasoned 
multicultural counselor educators feel inadequate to the 
task of teaching such a course. They are hungry for effec
tive instructional strategies to help them teach this 
course more effectively. This chapter is therefore for all 
of the Rebel Moores, that is, counselor educators of any 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, ability, or reli
gion who expect to teach the course in multicultural 
counseling. It should be noted that such a course may go 
by various titles, such as Social and Cultural Issues in 
Counseling, Diversity and Counseling, or Culture and 
Counseling. We will use these terms interchangeably. 

THE CHARGE 
This chapter is a crash course in teaching multicultural 
dimensions of counseling. In the following pages, we hope 
to help you teach potentially the most paradigm-upending 
course in the counseling curriculum. This is a paradoxi
cal topic-very important since culture pervades all 
human life: We are always individuals in a social context, 
but we are not sure how to teach it. It is not a topic that is 
as clear about practice as are other topics in the counsel
ing curriculum, such as theories, skills, and testing. So in 
this chapter, we offer an overview, with as many specifics 
as possible, on how to teach this extensive and seemingly 
amorphous topic. 

In this chapter and in the class itself, we hope to 
transform what was once defined as counseling. Notions 
of social construction, epistemology, diversity, ethnicity, 
disparity, advocacy, and more will guide the discussion. 
You, the potential instructor, must be ready for the chal
lenges of upending students' assumptions and estab
lished mores. Thus, teaching multicultural counseling is 
for those who are bold enough to face new social reali
ties. The task will require self-challenge and a willing
ness to embrace conflict and uncertainty. Its difficulty 
will be matched only by its importance. 

To paraphrase Robert Kegan (1998), students must 
decide whether they "have culture" or culture "has them:' 

In the process, they are asked to become cultural rela
tivists (Bennett, 1998). They will depart on a journey to 
relativize all knowledge, that is, to see the socially con
structed story that cultures tell about how to live well. 
Therefore, teaching social and cultural issues in coun
seling is, in effect, opening an epistemological door. How 
students come to know what is good, true, and beauti
ful becomes subject to the cultural story that they are 
embedded in at the moment. For that relativism to 
emerge, the course must be taught in ways that challenge 
students' culture-centrism. 

The teaching of culturally alert counseling is a 
deceptive and difficult venture. Students are being 
asked to give up their old, familiar allegiances to the cus
tomary cultural practices, rituals, and rules for living. 
They are being asked to de-center from the world that 
they have inhabited until now and transform into a new 
persona. Of course, students must become minimally 
facile in all three areas of multicultural competency 
(awareness, knowledge, and skills). And they must be 
able to infuse culture into all of their work, without 
stereotyping or losing the ability to also recognize the 
individual. However, the de-centering agenda is hidden 
within such learning activities as explorations of cultural 
self-awareness, readings on ethnicity and race, excur
sions into the social construction of gender, and experi
ences of tension involved in learning about sexu~l 
orientation. There is more to the multicultural counsel
ing course than learning about cultural customs. 

Guiding Notions 
Six notions guide the teaching of culturally alert coun
seling. The first five are related to the content of the 
course: constructivism, comprehensiveness, diversity 
versus disparity, competencies, and the interplay of 
culture-universality and individuality. The sixth is 
about teaching process: experience, personalization, 
and reflection. 

The first guiding notion speaks to grounding the 
course and future counseling in a constructivist concep
tual foundation. Culture is treated as an expressi'on of the 
overall idea of social construction, that is, the notion that 
all individuals are ultimately embedded in discourses or 
assumptions about what is good, true, and beautiful for 
them. And constructive development alerts us to our 
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relationship to cultures-do they have us or do we have 
them? Like the fish in water, we, including counselors, are 
often unaware of the surround that envelops us. Awareness 
of our social construction, or discourse alertness, makes 
us reflective about our assumptions-including our priv
ileges, oppressions, and hierarchies. This invitation to 
reflexivity asks us to give up our vain attempts at total 
objectivity. As we will see, this is a leap for many students 
of counseling. Social construction represents the ultimate 
subjectivity in human discourse, the fact that we are always 
making meaning in a social/ cultural context. 

· The.second guiding notion, comprehensiveness, rep
resents two thrusts. One is a broad defmition of culture. It 
includes everyone. All groups are ((cultured" -including 
the . dominant or majority groups. It is important that 
students learn about White European American culture 
as well as the cultures of people of color, about middle
class culture as well as the cultures of poor and working
class persons, about the culture of men as well as of 
women, about the culture of dominant religions as well 
as of minority religions. Comprehensiveness includes all 
of those social groups that humans belong to, ones that 
form a person's values and assumptions about the good 
life, what to strive for, and how to behave. Culture is also 
external: It may affect how others see and act toward us. 
Therefore, culture includes the traditional notion of eth
nicity, but is extended to include social class, gender, dis
ability, sexual orientation, and religion or spirituality. 

The third guiding notion is diversity versus dis
parity. We will discuss this distinction later. Let it suf
fice to say at this point that both are important. We 
cannot discuss cultural diversity without adding a dis
cussion of power and differential access to the things 
that matter in society. 

The fourth guiding notion asks students to develop 
multicultural competencies. These are the well-known tri
umvirate of awareness, knowledge, and skills. We must 
teach to all three, especially the third, which is given short 
shrift in much of counselor preparation. The field of mul
ticultural counseling has been long on cultural awareness 
and cultural knowledge, but short on actual applications. 
The counseling expression ((Insight is not enough'' applies 
to multicultural competencies as much as it applies to the 
practice of counseling and the experience of clients more 
broadly. Just as clients have to move beyond insight to 
action, counselors must move beyond comprehension to 

culturally alert behaviors. Therefore, in this chapter we 
have paid much attention to actual skills for culturally 
alert practice. We therefore delineate for learners the 
range of culturally alert counseling skills. We have divided 
them into accessibility, assessment, and intervention. 

The fifth guiding notion is that both universality and 
individuality are important. Culture is one of at least 
three explanations of human behavior (Speight, Myers, 
Cox, & Highlen, 1991). The others are individuality, 
which includes temperament and personality, and the 
universal human qualities that we all share. 

Finally, the sixth guiding notion for teaching cul
turally alert counseling relates to the teaching process. 
Powerful learning incorporates experience, personal
ization, and reflection as learning modes. We now know 
well that students learn through a combination of expe
rience and reflection. Therefore, in teaching the multi
cultural counseling course, instructors instigate student 
interaction with the ideas, including independent and 
group activities. Experience includes personalizing the 
learning, that is, asking for personal reflection and dis
closures both in and out of the classroom, before getting 
buried in a sea of abstraction. 

TWO THEORETICAl 
FRAMEWORKS FOR TEACHING 
MULTICULTURAL COUNSELING 
Two particular frameworks set multicultural counseling 
apart from traditional Western counseling: Multicultural 
Counseling and Therapy Theory (MCT) and Multicultural 
Social Justice Criticism (MSJC). Both upend the individ
ualistic status quo of the dominant counseling paradigm 
by asking counselors to think about clients' contexts and 
to be critical about the social arrangements, not just the 
individual choices, that result in clients' self-doubt, lack 
of resources, and barriers to life success. The two themes 
that pervade these frameworks are the importance of con
text and the ability to be critical. 

Multicultural Counseling 
and Therapy Theory 
MCT (Sue, Ivey, & Pedersen, 1996) contrasts with 
common counseling theories in that it emphasizes a 
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collectivistic approach to counseling and counseling 
training. As such, it is foundational for the teaching of 
multicultural counseling. Following is a summary of key 
points from MCT. 

MCT is actually a theory of theories (a meta
theory) about counseling. A key dimension of MCT is 
its emphasis on context versus the individual. It stresses 
the notion that both counselor and client identities are 
embedded in individual, family, and cultural contexts. 
People do not live free of the contexts that affect and 
inform them. However, not all individuals have the 
same relationship with their contexts. That is where cul
tural identity theory comes in, reminding counselors 
that clients vary in their attitudes toward the self, oth
ers of the same group, others of a different group, and 
the dominant group. The counseling relationship is 
affected by these attitudes; for instance, these attitudes 
affect the trust and mutual understanding between 
client and counselor. 

Another key MCT point lies in matching practice 
with culture-that is, the effectiveness of counseling is 
enhanced when the strategies are consistent with the 
cultural background of the client. MCT also reminds 
counselors that professional counselors are not the only 
ones helping people. Multiple helpers are used by cul
turally different groups and societies. These helpers 
include family, clergy, friends, and indigenous healers. 
Finally, MCT makes a strong case for counselors to move 
beyond "repair" or "correction:' toward playing a role in 
the liberation of consciousness. The liberation of con
sciousness consists of helping clients see themselves not 
only in relationship to themselves and their choices, but 
also in terms of their cultural context -a context that 
includes the personal, family, groups, and organizations. 
Liberation of consciousness as a counseling goal con
trasts with the individualistic self-actualization goal of 
some traditional counseling. 

Mu lticu ltu ra I 
Social Justice Criticism 
The multicultural counseling course, as we propose it, 
urges both students and faculty to become socially crit
ical, even about their own attempts at advocacy. That is, 
it urges all course participants to become alert to dis
crimination, domination, and subordination of all types, 

including in the writings and actions of teachers of mul
ticultural counseling. 

MCSJ particularly calls counselor educators to com
bine activism and scholarship. That call includes identi
fying the suppression of voices within the academy 
specifically, including the well-intentioned multicultural 
and social justice scholarship that, ironically, might neg
atively affect people from oppressed backgrounds. By 
placing the multiculturalism and social justice move
ments and scholarship themselves at the center of analy
sis, MSJC is a tool that may be used to guard against a 
nonreflective multiculturalism. 

MSJC empowers marginalized persons. It encour
ages the participants in research and the students in 
counseling programs to speak from their lived experi
ences and to be understood within the context of their 
own culture stories rather than just through the schol
arship of academicians. MSJC asks for open dialogue 
among all voices in the counseling and counselor edu
cation enterprises (i.e., scholars, teachers, students, and 
clients). 

MSJC analyzes any theoretical tradition, world
view, ideological framework, or paradigm, including 
those in this chapter and throughout this book, that 
silences voices and reeks of elitism. MSJC is an inter- . 
nal tool that the instructor and students can use to 
challenge the multicultural-social justice research, the
ories, epistemologies, and ideology for evidence of 
bias, discrimination, and cultural · encapsulation. In 
essence, MSJC is a teaching tool to raise critical aware
ness about the way the mainstream can afflict the mar
ginalized -even when they mean well and are trying 
to help. 

MSJC also opens social constructionism itself to 
critique. For example, the social constructionist skep
ticism about final truth claims in any area of human 
knowing might be considered a luxury afforded to afflu
ent, dominant group members who are in the middle
class academy. 

Both MCT and MSCJ use activism and multicultural 
scholarship in counselor education to increase under
standing of the roles that marginality and social injus
tice play in classroom dynamics, training, curriculum 
bias, and academic assessment, evaluation, and achieve
ment. These ideas guide the teaching of our proposed 
course in multicultural counseling. 
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THE TOPICS 
The course in multicultural counseling can be divided into 
four units: Introduction to Basic Notions (Culture, Social 
Justice), Ethnicity and Race, Nonethnic Cultural Groups, 

and Skills for Multicultural Counseling. This section enu
merates the topics of the course, as we have conceived it. 
Table 12.1 outlines the objectives, content, activities, and 
constructivist principles that guide the course. 

.,!,:i•=- Course Objectives, Content, Activities, and Constructivist Principles 

Learning Objectives Content Activities and Processes Constructivist Principles 

II 
Awareness: Context and individual Social group membership Experiential; community building; 

Uncover hidden curricula Multicultural social justice activity reflective 

Develop ~ critical, political criticism- discrimination, Attitudes toward diversity Tell life story, an internal and ~ 
consciousness domination, subordination Sample privilege inventory subjective narrative I Defmitions of culture Ethnic self-awareness Evolve biographical narrative under 

Relationship between mental assessment continuous revision 
I 

health and the overall social Asking for feedback, Create own reality through 
orqer encouraging student continuous reflection on their 

voices, and sharing the unique life experiences 

teaching methods and Help clients discern patterns, hence 
choices meaning, from previous life 

Discussion board experiences and assist them with 
understanding and giving voice to 
their life stories 

Knowledge: Liberation of consciousness Cultural de-centering Promotes constructive 

Define key concepts such as Social justice/ disparity activity development-name received 

social justice, social diversity, Social stratification Cultural self-authorizing/ values and norms, challenge them, 

culture, gender, oppression, de-centering activity develop more self-authorized 

privilege, hegemony, ideology, 
Privilege and oppression 

Lessons from the media 
perspectives 

and politics Attitudes Coauthors of stories in progress 

describe the values Ethnicity race/pan-ethnic 
Stages of oppressive to 

Value multiple realities anti-oppressive thinking 
associated with social groupings 

Value dialogue 
justice advocacy Nonethnic cultural groupings 

Immersion assignment 
Question the internal learning and 

(gender, sexual orientation, Discussion/presentations 
meaning-making processes of the 

disability, religion) on cultural groups 
client 

Readings, video 
demonstrations, and Create counseling environments 

cultural informants that balance both the security and 

Self-assessments 
the challenge necessary for growth 

Skills and Action: Multicultural counseling and Diversity/social justice Instig~te experiences to encourage 

Demonstrate competence in therapy theory action plan the development of mindfulness, 

implementing specific social Culturally relevant strategies Readings and video receptive inquiry, and meaning-

justice advocacy Activism and empowerment demonstration making facilitation in future 

interventions, such as counselors 

empowerment, prevention, 
Dialogue that includes all voices 

or outreach _activities in Social justice advocacy 

school, university, or Accessibility, assessment, 
community settings intervention 

(Continued) 
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much like what hooks (1994) describes as fluid move
ment among the various parts of the experience. The sub
stantial involvement, responsibility, and creativity 
required of the teacher and the students create a devel
opmentallypowerfulsystem (cf. Astin, 1985). Perhaps as 
a result of the nature of the learning, student-to-student 
and student-to-teacher bonding develops more signifi
cantly in this course than in other courses that we teach. 
Students become something different from what they 
once were: They understand themselves, human devel
o.ement, and the counseling relationship better at the end 
than they did at the outset. They have been exposed to 
social complexity (cf. Labouvie-Vief, 1984) and have 
made sense of the experience, in Loevinger's (1976) 
terms. They have moved along the continuum ofbecom
ing a counselor. 
· One of the most profound comments made by a 
student at the end of the class was, "It feels as though 
this class is with me everywhere I go;' and he then gave 

-examples. It seemed that the class had expanded 
beyond its boundaries, becoming personally relevant in 
many different life circumstances and becoming 
ingrained in the student's way of knowing himself and 
the world. As a result ofbeing part of this tremendously 
growth-producing and alive experience, we feel very 
much alive ourselves as counselor educators, continu
ally prodded into growth. 
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