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Relational Cultural Pedagogy for Counselor
Education: A Phenomenological Study of
Students in Counseling Courses

lan Lértora, Ph.D.

Abstract

This phenomenological research study
captures the experiences of 21 counselors-
in-training (CITs) participating in a skills-
based course that utilizes a pedagogical
approach based wupon the tenets of
Relational-Cultural Theory (RCT). Currently,
no published qualitative studies depict CITs’
experiences learning counseling skills from
an RCT pedagogical approach. The following
themes were discovered using a deductive
thematic approach to data analysis:
Authenticity, Mutual Empathy, Growth
Fostering Relationships, Strategies for
Disconnection, Relational Images, and
Relational Resilience. There was evidence of
the presence of RCT concepts throughout
the CITs’ experiences, warranting additional
empirical research on the topic. Specific
practical  implications for  counselor
educators and people who prepare mental
health practitioners are also provided.

Keywords: Andragogy, relational cultural
theory, counselor education, connection,
phenomenology, experiential learning

Introduction

The growth of the counseling profession in
the United States has led to the emergence
of numerous counselor education programs
that train clinicians at the master’s and
doctoral level. Doctoral programs in
counselor education focus primarily on
guiding doctoral students in developing
meaningful research in the field of
counseling and counselor education and
understanding and developing educational
practices that train future clinicians and
counselor educators. While articles have
provided preliminary support for the
effectiveness of a relational approach in
counselor education, more focused research
on specific strategies to enhance growth-
fostering  connections in  counselor
education is needed. Currently, there is little
empirical research literature and few
textbooks focusing on the use of relationally-
grounded pedagogical approaches in
counselor-in-training programs (CITs).

Relational Cultural Theory (RCT) has
emerged as a valuable lens to view the
training and development of future
counselors regarding their skill
development, implementation of learned
skills, and supervision skills (Duffey et al.,



2016; Hall et al., 2014; Lenz, 2014; Lértora et
al., 2020; Stargell et al.,, 2020). Many
relational theorists and educators highlight
the pivotal role of relationships in the
learning process (Edwards & Richards, 2002;
Schwartz, 2019). RCT challenges traditional
pedagogical approaches and offers a more
holistic and student-centered approach to
counselor education by emphasizing the
importance of concepts like relational
growth, recognition of disconnection
strategies, and authenticity (Lértora et al.,
2020). Several studies have focused on the
integration of RCT into counselor education
(Bradley et al., 2019; Dipre & Luke, 2020;
Duffey et al., 2016;
Hall et al., 2014; Lenz,
2014; Lértora et al,,
2020; Stargell et al,,
2020). However,
currently, there is no
empirical evidence to
support how RCT can
enhance counselors-
in-training’s
experiences in
counselor education
programs. Furthermore, Lértora et al. (2020)
calls for a qualitative exploration of
counselor education teaching practices
based on RCT. The researcher of this study
explores the integration of RCT principles
into counselor education, emphasizing its
potential to enhance the development of
future counselors by emphasizing the
importance of relational dynamics in the
teaching and learning process.

Review of Literature

Relational pedagogy is an educational
approach that primarily focuses on the
significance of relationships in the learning
process (Lértora et al., 2020; Schwartz, 2012;
Schwartz, 2019; Stargell et al.,, 2020).
Relational theorists argue that learning is a
process that occurs through relationships
and human interactions (Stengel, 2004).
Unlike traditional instructional models that
prioritize  content delivery, relational
pedagogy proposes that meaningful learning
occurs within  authentic  connections
between educators and learners (Lértora et
al., 2020; Schwartz,
2019; Stengel,

2004). The
teacher-student
relationship is

viewed as pivotal
in the relational
approach, creating
an  environment
where mutual
trust, respect, and
empathy prompt a collaborative and
transformative learning experience (Lértora
et al., 2020; Schwartz, 2012; Schwartz,
2019). Consequently, relational pedagogy
encourages individuals to invest in their own
learning (Boyd et al.,, 2006; Lértora et al.,
2020; Schwartz, 2019).

Conceptual research  studies (Dorn-
Medeiros et al., 2019; Kim & Lyons, 2003;
Villalba & Redmond, 2008) show that
students from historically oppressed groups
who have been impacted by complex
generational trauma are not responsive to
conventional teaching methods where the



instructor assumes the role of expert. In
contrast, relational pedagogy encourages
educators to engage with students
holistically, valuing their unique perspectives
and fostering a sense of belonging.
Relational pedagogy can potentially enhance
students”  relational and  emotional
development while providing a space where
students can feel they belong by focusing on
the relational dynamics within the
educational setting (Lértora, 2020; Schwartz,
2019), which is critical in the field of
counseling. Due to how closely aligned
relational pedagogical principles are to
foundational values of counseling, there is
an increasing body of conceptual literature
in counselor education about teaching
multicultural and social justice courses as
well as supervision of counselors from a
relational perspective (Dipre & Luke, 2024;
Dorn-Medeiros et al., 2019; Duffey, 2016;
Hall et al., 2014; Marbley et al., 2007; Villalba
& Redmond, 2008).

In practice, many counselor educators
employ relational teaching strategies with
their students and CITs to facilitate
collaboration in their learning. Relational-
Cultural Theory (RCT; Miller, 1976) provides
an approach to relational teaching and offers
counselor educators a foundational lens for
guiding CITs through their learning and
development processes. Recent
developments in counselor education have
demonstrated the practicality of integrating
RCT principles into training programs
(Bradley et al., 2019; Dipre & Luke, 2020;
Duffey et al., 2016; Hall et al., 2014; Lenz,
2014; Lértora et al., 2020; Li et al., 2020).
Lenz (2014) specifically noted that RCT can
serve as a valuable guide for counselor
educators seeking to create conducive

learning and supervision environments for
CITs. In the techniques courses provided to
CITs, RCT principles are applied to foster the
development of empathetic, client-centered
counselors (Lértora et al., 2020; Li et al.,
2020). RCT equips CITs with the essential
skills and attitudes required for therapeutic
practice by emphasizing mutual empathy
and authenticity in the counselor-client
relationship. This shift towards relationship-
based pedagogy aligns with the broader
identity of counseling and counselor
education, which focuses on person-
centered, student-centered, and client-
focused training approaches (Rogers, 1969).
However, despite the documented and
potential use of RCT specifically in counselor
education, only one article specifically
outlines RCT as a pedagogy for counselor
education (Lértora et al., 2020).

Lértora et al. (2020) recommended using the
principles of RCT as a foundation for a
relational pedagogical approach that directly
connects to counselors’ and counselor
educators’ identities. Lértora et al’s
conceptual article laid the rudimentary
groundwork that showed the principles of
RCT in practice in counselor education
classrooms. The presented anecdotal
evidence was from the instructors’
perspectives, after they used RCT as a
pedagogical guide to their practice and the
CITs’ observations in their classes. The
evidence supported the following RCT
principles: mutual empathy, authenticity,
strategies for disconnection, relational
images, growth fostering relationships, and
relational competence. However, no studies
have provided empirical evidence for RCT’s
use as a pedagogical practice in counselor
education. An appropriate starting point for



research on a topic that has not been studied
is a phenomenological approach, which
grounds the research in the Ilived
experiences of people involved in the
experience or concept being researched
(Moustakas, 1994). Therefore, the purpose
of this phenomenological inquiry is to
investigate the lived experiences of
counselors-in-training (CITs) in a counseling
techniques course taught by a counselor
educator using a relational cultural approach
to teaching.

Theoretical Framework:
Relational Cultural Theory

Grounded in Jean Baker Miller’s (1976) work,
RCT offers a fresh perspective on how we
understand and practice counseling. At its
core, RCT posits that humans grow and
develop through and within relationships
and that authentic connections are essential
for both personal and collective well-being.
The theory emerged as a response to
individualistic psychology models, offering a
relational paradigm that underscores the
significance of mutual empathy, mutual
empowerment, and authenticity in fostering
healthy and transformative connections
(Jordan, 2024; Jordan et al., 1991).

A central concept within RCT revolves
around the dynamics between connection
and disconnection within relationships. RCT
scholars and practitioners argue that
engaging in growth fostering relationships
yields five positive outcomes, which they
refer to as the “five good things”: (a) a
heightened sense of zest; (b) enhanced self-
worth; (c) a deeper understanding of self,

others, and relationships; (d) increased
productivity; and (e) a desire for more
meaningful connections with others (Jordan,
2008). These relationships instill a positive
feeling characterized by a genuine
connection and togetherness (Miller &
Stiver, 1997). Proponents acknowledge that
disconnection is an inherent and inevitable
aspect of all relationships, and how
individuals respond to disconnection is
pivotal. If met with empathy, growth
fostering relationships can emerge, fostering
energy, self-clarification, and increased
productivity (Jordan, 2024; Miller & Striver,
1997). Conversely, if disconnection is met
with power and control, individuals may
experience diminished energy, decreased
self-esteem, confusion in relationships,
reduced productivity, and withdrawal from
social connections (Jordan, 2008). The
description of how RCT concepts were
integrated into the classroom environment
is provided in the following section, and the
central concepts of RCT are defined and
discussed more in the presentation of each
theme in the findings section.

Environmental Context:
Classroom Environment

The study took place in a second year, 16-
week, techniques-based course accredited
by the Council for Accreditation of
Counseling and Educational Programs
(CACREP) and taught by the sole author and
researcher. The techniques-based course is
the first time students can begin practicing
their delivery of counseling skills in the
program, essentially where they begin to
develop self-worth in the field of counseling.
The articles by Lértora et al. (2020) and Li et



al. (2020) were used as a framework for the
curricular approach, scaffolded activities,
and classroom environment. The semester
started with an introduction to the
foundational skills of counseling (Young,
2021), that consists of opening questions,
paraphrasing, summaries, reflection of
meaning, reflection of feeling,
confrontation, and goal setting. While
introducing the skills in the first 6 weeks of
class, the instructor established a working
rapport with the CITs through intentional,
appropriate, and timely self-disclosures
about the successful and unsuccessful use of
counseling skills in session. The instructor’s
authentic approach is designed to help CITs
understand that counselors and instructors
make mistakes and can recover from them,
which helps CITs adjust their relational
images of counselors to one that is both
realistic and accessible, thus placing them in
a better mindset to learn.

Additionally, in those first six weeks, in
conjunction with the textbook material,
scaffolded  activities targeting each
foundational skill are used to build up to the
final activity where the instructor serves as
the client, as outlined by Li et al. (2020). The
activities serve three major purposes: (a)
provide opportunities to practice skills; (b)
provide immediate feedback; (c) provide the
opportunity to implement feedback
immediately; and (d) reveal CITs’ blocks (i.e.,
strategies of disconnection) to providing
empathetic responses (e.g., reflections of
feeling). With this information, the
instructor can pivot, in the moment, to
model connection after disconnection
experiences and adjust activities so CITs can
practice doing the same.

After each activity, a post-activity discussion
followed where CITs and the instructor and
CITs process thoughts, actions, behaviors,
and feelings that transpired during the
activities. The sharing of these processes is
done intentionally to foster mutual empathy
between CITs as well as between CITs and
the instructor. The instructor models
authentic responses by sharing how they
experienced the activity. The instructor also
intentionally discusses how they have seen
their own strategies of disconnection in the
counseling environment and shares ways
they addressed them in the moment and
afterwards.

The scaffolded counseling activities prepare
CITs for their first experiences navigating
counseling sessions, which happen the
following week after the activities conclude.
In this stage, the CITs are placed in triads
where each CIT has a turn in the following
roles: counselor, client, and observer. This
model allows the CITs to experience
counseling from all angles, which are all
discussed in supervision and also processed
in their follow-up written reflections that
CITs must complete between 1 and 3 days
after any experiential class activity (Lértora
et al.,, 2020). The instructor comments
heavily on the reflections, analyzes themes,
and returns the reflections to the CITs for
review no later than 2 to 3 days after the CITs
submit the reflections. The next class begins
with a review of the emergent themes from
the collective reflections, and they are used
to guide a pre-activity discussion and the
counseling activities for class.



Method

Upon receiving approval from the
University’s Institutional Review Board, | set
up the data collection procedures for the
phenomenological inquiry. The study took
place in an accredited master’s counseling
program at a university in the Southern
United States. I employed a
phenomenological qualitative approach
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2017; Moustakas, 1994)
to investigate the CITs’ lived experiences in a
counseling techniques course taught by a
counselor educator using a Relational-
Cultural approach to teaching. The following
research questions were used to guide the
study:

1. What are the lived experiences of
counselors-in-training in a techniques-
based course taught with a RCT
approach?

2. What concepts of RCT emerge from the
shared experiences of counselors-in-
training in a techniques-based
counseling course taught with a
Relational-Cultural perspective?

Participants

The participants in this study consisted of 21
CITs enrolled in the techniques-based course
in a master’s program accredited by the
Council for Accreditation of Counseling
(CACREP). Eighteen participants identified
as female and three identified as male, with
ages ranging from 22 to 55, withan M =29.5.
The ethnicities represented by the

participants were 14 White, two Black, and
five Hispanic.

Data Collection

Following recommendations from Denzin &
Lincoln (2017) to account for
trustworthiness in the study, | incorporated
data triangulation based on multiple sources
of evidence. In this research, | used three
sources of evidence that were key points for
the triangulation of the data collected over a
16-week academic semester. The first
source of evidence was a survey of
demographic data, including age, ethnic
identification, gender identification, and
educational background. Additionally, the
survey included open questions about how
CITs wanted instruction to be delivered (e.g.,
experientially, discussion, lecture) as well as
specific skills they wanted to gain and felt
they needed to work on. A second point of
data was the observation notes from
experiential activities, classroom
discussions, reflections earlier in the
semester, counseling sessions conducted,
and consultations with other counselor
educators. The final point of data, and the
basis for much of the analysis, was the final
written reflections completed by 21 CITs at
the conclusion of the semester.

The final reflections were selected as the
main point of analysis after consultation
with other researchers due to the
metanalytical nature of the final reflections.
In the final reflections, CITs were asked to
read over their supervision notes, review all
previous written reflections, review their
recorded counseling sessions, and reflect on
their experiences as both the counselor and



the client. The experiences included:
scaffolded experiential activities for learning
micro-skills, real-plays (Lértora et al., 2020)
of counseling situations, 3-4 counseling
sessions with live supervision, and small
group supervision sessions. The final
reflections were written in an informal, non-
academic manner to allow the students to
focus solely on the experiences of class
instead of academic-style writing. The
participants responded to the following
guestions that were provided for the
purpose of reviewing their growth
throughout the semester:

1. What obstacles did you overcome
during the process of learning
counseling skills, and how did you do
that?

2. What personal and professional growth
have you experienced this semester?

3. What areas do you want to continue to
grow in, and how will you continue to
do so?

4. What activities helped you experience
growth, and how would you change or
modify them?

5. What is your plan to continue to grow as
a counselor?

6. Share whatever else vyou feel
comfortable sharing about vyour
journey this semester.

Additionally, the use of written reflections
allowed for the capture of individual,

unfiltered perspectives and experiences of
CITs, contributing to the depth and
authenticity of the data as CITs were told
they could express themselves freely and
without repercussion, as this was a way for
them to have a voice in how they were to be
educated. The reflections were not analyzed
for research purposes until the conclusion of
the semester.

Bracketing

As the lead researcher, | took measures to
bracket my experiences of teaching the CITs
involved in the study based on the guidance
from Moustakas’ text (1994). First,
throughout the semester during which data
collection occurred, | wrote reflexivity notes
of my experiences preparing course
material, developing teaching interventions,
managing CITs’ experiences in class, and
teaching from an RCT perspective.
Throughout this process, | consulted with
counselor educators as well as educators
from other disciplines as a way of peer
debriefing my own experiences. During this
time, a list of potential and actual biases that
could potentially impact the research
process was developed for use throughout
the data analysis process. Afterwards, the
data was stored for one year before in-depth
analysis occurred, so that there would be a
time separation between the classroom
experiences and the analysis of data.

Data Analysis

The collected data were analyzed using a
deductive thematic analysis approach
(Maxwell, 2013; Miles & Huberman, 1994;



Miles et al., 2014). The preliminary themes
were developed using RCT concepts that
were expressed as being connected to
classroom  experiences in  counselor
education (Lértora et al.,, 2020), and the
themes are as follows: growth fostering
relationships, disconnection, power/control,
and relational images. In the first round of
coding, margin notes were made while
reading the transcripts, and those margin
notes were reviewed for similarity and
overlapping concepts that became the initial
codes. Additionally, the list of potential and
actual biases was reviewed by me and the
peer debriefers throughout data analysis.
After consensus was reached for the initial
codes, the coded data were organized into
themes that were reflective of the core
conceptsin RCT. Then a final round of coding
was conducted to ensure the viability of the
deductive themes discovered. During the
coding process, | conferred twice weekly
with two peer debriefers to discuss margin
notes, review the coded material, and
consult RCT literature.

Trustworthiness and Credibility

There were three distinct features to ensure
the trustworthiness and credibility of the
data analysis process. First, | employed
member checking throughout the collection
of the data and provided participants
multiple chances to correct and adjust the
information they shared to accurately reflect
their experiences. Second, the deductive
thematic analysis was used to develop the
themes from the collected data (Maxwell,
2013; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Miles et al.,
2014). Finally, | used two peer debriefers
throughout the process of data analysis to

frequently gauge the biases of the
researcher, to discuss the development of
themes, and to scrutinize the data that came
to represent each theme. Together, these
processes helped ensure the fidelity of the
findings that are presented in the following
section.

Findings

After concluding the data analysis process
outlined for deductive coding by Miles et al.
(2014), | reviewed the data for the final
themes to establish excerpts that best
represented the themes. The following
themes emerged: Authenticity, relational
images, mutual empathy, strategies for
disconnection, and growth fostering
relationships. In the following subsections,
the themes and associated evidence are
reported.

Theme 1: Authenticity

In the context of RCT, the concept of
authenticity is described as people
displaying the ability to fully and truly be
themselves in their relationships (Miller et
al., 2004; Miller & Stiver, 1997). In the
classroom, authenticity resembles what it
does in any relationship, meaning that
instructors and CITs are able to ‘be
themselves’ in the classroom environment
(Lértora et al., 2020). For example, CIT 16
mentioned,

We like the fact that when you said
that this class was going to be a
safe place to be vulnerable, you
meant it..If you had created a



space for us any other way than the
way you did, | would have never
felt safe enough to do that.
Authenticity invites authenticity.

This exhibits that CITs felt safe to be their
authentic selves in large part due to the
modeling and environment created and
maintained by the instructor and CITs. As a
result, authenticity as a theme was
supported by 13 of the 21 CITs and aided
CITs in altering their relational images of
other counselors and instructors.

Theme 2: Relational Images

The concept of relational images is defined
in RCT as being the internalized perceptions
of relationships and participants in
relationships  that individuals  carry
throughout their lives. Relational images are
created through positive and negative
experiences people have in relationships and
inform how we connect with others when
we engage in new relationships (Miller &
Stiver, 1997). In the classroom, this took the
form of minimizing the power differential
between CITs and the instructor so genuine
discussions could take place in a safe space.

CIT 11 mentioned, “I really loved how honest
and open the professors were about this
process”. Likewise, CIT 10 stated that in the
class setting, “It is very refreshing to hear
your instructors not only share their
successes but also to talk of their own
mistakes and fears. | think this really helps
me to relax and to know it's ok to be
human.”

Additionally, some CITs discussed how
experiencing their instructor authentically,
while the instructor displayed counseling
skills, allowed CITs to reshape their “picture
of what a counselor should do or act like
within a session,” like CIT 11 shared. These
examples of relational images being
adjusted highlight how important it was for
CITs to see their instructors as people who
made mistakes on their way to becoming
mental health professionals. It helped CITs
understand that mistakes are normal and
how to turn those mistakes into growth
opportunities. Consequently, 13 of the 21
CITs supported the theme of relational
images, and the adjustment of those images
helped create conditions for mutual
empathy to be realized.

Theme 3: Mutual Empathy

Mutual empathy is central to RCT and is
described as the ability to recognize and
resonate with others' experiences as a
foundation for developing authentic
connections (Jordan, 2024). In the
classroom, this is developed during group
processing in a safe space where CITs can
express their vulnerabilities in ways that
they can receive meaningful feedback to
facilitate growth for the individual and group
alike. Group processing was mentioned by
numerous CITs, such as when CIT 15 shared,

| really liked the group process we
did...hearing that | was not the only
one struggling with certain things,
such as the moments of silence
because of not knowing where to
go next or what to say, is part of the



reason | gained more confidence in
myself.

The excerpt displays the personal benefit
CITs received from processing in a group
with other CITs about their individual
struggles, and that through the group
processing, CITs came to understand that
they were collective struggles. Essentially,
CITs learned they were not alone. The
reports of 12 CITs specifically spoke about
experiences of
mutual empathy
because of the RCT
approach to group

processing, which
also allowed for CITs
to identify their
Strategies for
Disconnection.
Theme 4:
Strategies for
Disconnection

RCT posits that moments of disconnection
will occur in all relationships and that people
develop strategies for disconnection to help
them feel safe in relationships. The
strategies appear when people engage in
harmful relational practices, knowingly and
unknowingly, such as using power over
dynamics, responding with  defense
mechanisms, and responding without
empathy (Duffey & Somody, 2011, Jordan
2024). In the counselor education classroom,
strategies of disconnection are revealed
when CITs, who are in the role of counselor,
fail to respond empathically with deeper
reflections of feelings and meaning that
address underlying emotions driving clients’

10

situations (Lértora et al., 2020). Of the 21
CITs in the study, 12 mentioned that they
recognized strategies of disconnection
coming into play when they were counseling
others.

CITs expressed difficulties with overthinking,
and this was noted as a strategy for
disconnection, which CIT 8 highlighted with
their admission that, “I had a hard time
feeling the emotions at first because | was in
my head too much.”
CITs had difficulty
registering or
addressing the
emotions in the
room because of
“being worried
about being wrong,”
as CIT 4 disclosed.
When  counselors
and CITs struggle to
connect with the
emotions the client
shares, they have
difficulty responding with accurate empathy,
which, through the lens of RCT, indicates a
moment of disconnection has occurred. This
mirrored what happens in a classroom
between CITs and instructors. Similar to the
counseling environment, in the classroom,
disconnections can be repaired with honest,
authentic, and empathetic responses that
send the message that the instructor is
fallible and can recover, which models a
reconnection experience for the CITs. This
type of interaction leads to growth
opportunities for both instructors and CITs,
contributing to the possibility of forming
growth fostering relationships (Lértora et al.,
2020).



Theme 5: Growth Fostering
Relationships

A central concept of RCT is growth-fostering
relationships, which are relationships people
engage in that produce positive
psychological growth and overall wellness
(Jordan, 2020). Growth-fostering
relationships produce the “five good things”
of RCT: energy, knowledge and clarity of self
and others in relationship, productivity and
creativity, self-worth, and aspiration for
more connection (Miller & Stiver, 1997). In
the class setting, the relationship between
the instructor and CITs is anchored by a
bidirectional flow of feedback from CIT to
instructor and instructor to CIT that was
captured in classroom activities, pre-post
activity discussions, and written reflections.
The bidirectional flow of feedback gives CITs
multiple opportunities to have a voice in
their education while giving the instructor
multiple opportunities to address areas for
encouragement and growth with ClITs. The
feedback process allows both CIT and
instructors to engage in the growth process
together as co-constructors of the
continually evolving educational
environment. This theme was unanimously
supported by all the CITs in the study.

The two-way feedback in the experiential
activity called the TRAINing technique (Li et
al., 2022) was highlighted by CIT 21
comment, “This activity helped because it
allowed the opportunity to counsel and
receive and provide feedback. Additionally, |
was able to learn from others during this
activity.” Another excerpt from CIT 19
emphasized the post-activity discussions
that took place: “We always had enough

11

time to process and discuss topics in class,
which  helped give me perspective
throughout the semester.” Furthermore,
post-activity written reflections were
described by CIT 14 as “The activity that
grew me the most were these reflections,
because without them, what | did well and
what | did wrong in sessions | would have
missed.” These examples display multiple
opportunities for meaningful feedback that
were available and contributed to continued
growth for CITs and the instructor (Lértora et
al., 2020).

Discussion

In the development of this discussion, | used
the previous conceptual work of Lértora et
al. (2020) as a guide for the analysis and
interpretation of the findings. The study’s
findings highlighted the positive impact
instructor authenticity had on the CITs’
classroom experience. CITs felt safe stepping
into vulnerability and connecting to the
instructor and felt that the modeling by the
instructors  invited authenticity from
students, which supports the previous
literature (Lértora et al.,, 2020; Schwartz,
2019). This display of authenticity also
positively impacted the relational images
that CITs held of their instructor before their
engagement in the classroom.

The CITs in the study mentioned the
authenticity, openness, and honesty of their
instructor and how that humanized them,
especially when they shared their own
mistakes and fears; it minimized the CITs’
fear of making mistakes and contributed to a
positive and safe environment for self-
exploration. They found themselves



modifying the relational image they had of
what a counselor should be; they believed
counselors had to be perfect in the delivery
of their skills. The shift from chasing
perfection to accepting imperfection helped
CITs develop a better understanding of the
profession and feel that they can attain their
goal of becoming a counselor more easily.

The shift in relational images experienced by
CITs in this study engendered the
development of
mutual empathy in
all relational facets
of the classroom.
The  development
was largely
attributed to pre-
post experiential
activity group
processing that
frequently occurred
in class, where CITs
and instructors alike
would share their
mistakes and fears. The finding of mutual
empathy was consistent with existing
counselor education literature (Lértora et
al., 2020).

The concept of Strategies of Disconnection
was apparent when the CITs had a
disconnection with their instructors or peers
during counseling activities. The primary
strategy of disconnection employed was
overthinking due to a fear of making a
mistake or being wrong during class
activities and real plays. Overthinking
prevented CITs from connecting with the
emotions present in the room (Lértora et al.,
2020). Additionally, some CITs mentioned
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they were still operating from faulty
relational images about how counselors
should act, which translated to CITs
presenting as uptight, nonreactive, clinical,
and seemingly knowing everything, resulting
in CITs not being their authentic selves in the
counseling room (Lértora et al., 2020).

Lastly, the theme of growth fostering
relationships was unanimously supported by
all the CITs in the study. The aforementioned
RCT concepts
represented in the
data were
implemented to
create  conditions
for growth-fostering
relationships  that
developed and
thrived. CITs were
energized by the
feedback loops they
participated in
during activities and
afterwards. Having
feedback from instructors and CITs’
observations of their performance created
opportunities for participants to develop a
deeper understanding of themselves as
people, counselors, and clients, and how
these identities are interconnected. This
process also strengthened their sense of
learning by helping them realize they were
not alone and that others shared similar
experiences. By having more energy (i.e.,
zest), clarity, and a sense of worth, CITs
became more productive and creative in
their approaches to counseling while
desiring a deeper connection with
themselves and those around them. The
combination of group discussions, real-play
activities, instructor participation, written



reflections, and timely feedback from the
instructor provided multiple avenues for
connections and recovery from
disconnections to occur (Lértora et al.,
2020).

Implications

The findings of this study suggest that having
RCT as a theoretical pedagogical guide to
counselor education practices may be
beneficial (Lértora et al., 2020). By using RCT
as a pedagogical practice, instructors may be
able to create and maintain a safe space for
CITs to develop and grow their
understanding of themselves, their role in
the counseling profession, and their identity
as counselors. To establish a growth-
fostering environment in the counselor
education classroom, the following
recommendations are provided based on

the findings of this study. Counselor
educators can: (a) promote the
development of  growth fostering

relationships by incorporating real plays,
instead of role plays, into class activities,
allowing students to engage with one
another genuinely; (b) demonstrate mutual
empathy by modeling reflections that draw
from the counselor's personal reactions,
including somatic and emotional responses;
(c) cultivate authenticity within their
classrooms by guiding and participating in
small and large group process oriented
discussions; (d) facilitate the healing of
disconnections by encouraging CITs to sit
with shared uncomfortable emotions; (e)
persist in encouraging CITs to deliver
reflections of feeling and meaning even
when inaccurate; and (f) systematically
address misconceptions about counseling
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that hinder counselor growth in honest and
authentic ways.

Recommendations for Future
Research

A limitation of the study may be that the
data were collected through writings instead
of being gathered through focus groups or
individual interviews, which did not allow for
a traditional conversation to take place.
Researchers may consider incorporating
interviews into studies on this topic.
Although core concepts of RCT were present
in the findings of the study, not all the
concepts of RCT were fully represented.
Future studies may want to widen the
breadth of data collection to be more
longitudinal by following cohorts of CITs
through their journey. Also, when looking at
the concept of strategies of disconnection,
the presence of perfectionism is clearly
displayed. Future studies should focus on
perfectionism and perfectionistic tendencies
in CITs in counseling programs and in their
provisional licensure period.

Conclusion

Many of the relational approaches to
education seek to identify, discuss, and
minimize the power differential that is
present between instructors and CITs. For
counselor educators, using a relational
approach to education is congruent with the
overarching professional stance as a
counselor. Counselor educators can benefit

from using a pedagogy based on a
therapeutic approach rooted in
multiculturalism, feminism, and



relationships such as RCT. Based on the
evidence of this study, there is merit to using
RCT as a pedagogical approach for counselor
education, and it should be explored
through further research.
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