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The current study utilizes a qualitative inquiry to examine the experiences of a sample of
students of Color in counseling psychology doctoral programs within the United States
(US). Although the counseling psychology field has been successful in recruiting and
retaining students of Color, less is known about the experiences of these students within
their doctoral programs. Participants were 49 students of Color (81.6% female),
identifying as Black (34.7%), Asian (30.6%), Latinx (22.4%), Arab or Middle Eastern
(6.1%), and Multiracial (6.1%). Students’ open-ended descriptions of their experiences
were analyzed using Consensual Qualitative Research — Modified. Six categories emerged
from responses: support, racial discrimination, marginalization, lack of representation,
hypocrisy, and positive changes/attempts. The results demonstrate that these students’
experiences range from feeling supported and seeing positive changes made in their
program, to feeling isolated and discriminated against within them. Considerations for
ongoing support of doctoral students of Color in counseling psychology programs are
discussed, and approaches to developing anti-racist program culture are presented.

Article Highlights

Within counseling psychology training programs
within the US, students of Color remain under-
represented and report experiences of racial dis-
crimination

Students of Color appear to benefit from the
presence of other students of Color of Faculty of
Color

Students of Color identify some positive devel-
opments by programs in extending support and
recognizing their unique experiences of, how-
ever also report hypocrisy within the profession,
where programs do not adhere to their own
rhetoric around multiculturalism and social jus-
tice

Programs are encouraged to routinely assess the
needs of Students of Color and to increase ef-
forts to secure racial diversity among both fac-
ulty and student bodies

Within the United States (US), Counseling Psychology
is recognized as a specialty within the larger field of psy-
chology, having been first given this designation in 1998
by the Commission for the Recognition of Specialties and

Subspecialties in Professional Psychology (CRSSPP) (APA,
2023a). As such Counseling Psychology is viewed as a dis-
tinct branch of psychology, and has been described as a
“generalist health service specialty in professional psychol-
ogy that uses a broad range of culturally-informed and cul-
turally-sensitive practices to help people improve their
well-being, prevent and alleviated distress and maladjust-
ment, resolve crises and increase their ability to function
better in their lives” (APA, 2023b). Training in counseling
psychology primarily occurs at the doctoral level with all
accredited programs following the scientist-practitioner
model (Scheel et al., 2018). Training to be a counseling psy-
chologist typically takes place over four to six years and in-
cludes a year of supervised practice referred to as an in-
ternship. The licensing of psychologists occurs at the state
level, with each state outlining their own criteria for licen-
sure. Irrespective of the specialty field in which training
occurs (e.g., school psychology, clinical psychology, com-
munity psychology, counseling psychology etc.) upon ful-
fillment of all requirements the professional designation is
that of Licensed Psychologist (Siegel & DeMers, 2016). Re-
cent changes introduced by APA’s Council of Accreditation
(COA), resulted in the adoption of the term Health Service
Psychology in order to represent both the scope of and se-
quence of training consistent with accreditation of psychol-
ogy training within the US (Bell et al., 2017). Counseling
Psychology therefore, while falling under the umbrella of
Health Service Psychology, is also a specialty and is known
for its attention to environmental/contextual factors (e.g.,
race, culture, gender, social class, sexual orientation, abil-
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ity, sociopolitical), that impact human development and
psychological functioning (APA, 2023a).

Given the socio-political history of the US, and the man-
ner which psychology has been developed from a Euro-
centric framework (Guthrie, 2004), scholars have consis-
tently identified the need for the field of psychology to be
more representative of the racial demographics that exist
within the US census (Quintana & Bernal, 1995; Soto et al.,
2018). Counseling psychology as a subdiscipline has include
racial and cultural inclusivity and a focus on social jus-
tice as core values of the discipline (Scheel et al., 2018). As
such counseling psychology training programs have com-
mitted to recruiting and retaining a more diverse student
body (Ding et al., 2021), and there appears to be have been
some success in this area. The most recent data from the
American Psychological Association indicates that 44% of
doctoral students in counseling psychology identified as
either multiethnic (4%), Native American/Alaska Native,
(.8%), Hawaiian Native/Pacific Islander (0.2%), Hispanix/
Latinx (11%), Asian (13%), or Black/African American (15%)
(Assefa et al., 2023).

However, training programs in the U.S. exist within a
social structure that continues to struggle with racial in-
equality (Feagin & Ducey, 2018), and despite programs’ ef-
forts, doctoral students of Color in professional psychol-
ogy have higher than average attrition rates (Callahan et
al., 2018). Factors such as racial climate, racial identity, and
quality of program support influence the retention of stu-
dents of Color in psychology graduate programs (Trent et
al., 2021). This study gathers data about student experi-
ences and hopes to contribute to the toolbox available to
program directors and faculty as they seek to build more
racially inclusive and affirming training environments.

Socialization to Graduate Training

One factor that has been identified as important in the
overall experience of graduate students of Color is social-
ization, which has been described as the phenomenon of “a
newcomer [being] made a member of a community — in the
case of graduate students, the community of an academic
department in a particular discipline” (Golde, 1998, p. 56).
As such, graduate school socialization is an extended and
continuous process by which a student feels connected to
the larger program environment. It has been connected to
program attrition rates (Gardner, 2008) and to successful
facilitation of students’ professional identities and profes-
sional engagement (Langrehr et al., 2017). The process of
graduate student socialization can be difficult for students
of Color, with findings identifying experiences of margin-
alization (Blockett et al., 2016), isolation and lack of sup-
port (Twale et al., 2016), and discrimination (Brunsma et
al., 2017).

Mentorship, defined as the provision of professional and
personal “guidance and support delivered from a mentor to
a protégé” (Thomas et al., 2007, p. 179), is understood to
be a key aspect of graduate training and a vehicle of grad-
uate socialization across disciplines. Accordingly, it is an
important factor in the recruitment and retention of stu-
dents of Color (Brunsma et al., 2017). Benefits of same-race

mentoring for students of Color include feelings of satis-
faction and experiences of both psychosocial and instru-
mental support (Ortiz-Walters & Gilson, 2005). However,
faculty of Color are underrepresented in higher education,
including in psychology doctoral programs, and cross-racial
mentorship between White faculty and students of Color
is commonplace (Thomas et al., 2007). It is important to
note that cross-racial mentorship can indeed be productive
and rewarding; students who felt supported both in their
professional concerns and in their racial identity experi-
enced mentorship as helpful regardless of the mentor’s race
(Felder et al., 2014). Yet faculty members may lack the cul-
tural sensitivity requisite for productive cross-racial men-
torships, whether due to their own racial-identity statuses
or lack of comfort with, or understanding of, racial issues;
White mentors’ competence and experience with cross-
racial mentorship is particularly inconsistent (Thomas et
al., 2007). The fact that many students of Color have sought
mentors outside of their programs indicates an unmet need
for culturally sensitive mentoring within these programs
(Thomas et al., 2007).

Personal Experiences and Perceptions of
Discrimination

Students of Color at predominantly White institutions
may experience racial discrimination (Brunsma et al.,
2017), tokenization and isolation (Haskins et al., 2013), and
imposter syndrome (Bernard et al., 2018). Qualitative stud-
ies have been particularly helpful in understanding what
graduate study is like for students of Color in various fields.
In the disciplines of counselor education and social work,
students of Color have expressed feeling disconnected from
peers (Henfield et al., 2013), isolated, underprepared, and
underrepresented in academia (Tijerina & Deepak, 2014;
Zeligman et al., 2015). Students also reported negative in-
teractions with peers and faculty (Henfield et al., 2013), low
academic self-image (Tijerina & Deepak, 2014), and height-
ened visibility of and awareness of their race (Zeligman et
al., 2015). The finding that graduate students of Color are
less likely to pursue academic careers may be reflective of
the experiences that they have within the academy (Brun-
sma et al., 2017).

Current Study

Building on the aforementioned research into the expe-
riences of graduate students of Color, the current study fo-
cuses specifically on doctoral students in counseling psy-
chology. The study aims to provide descriptive information
that will assist counseling psychology doctoral programs
whose stated commitments include building “inclusiveness
and respect for intersecting identities” within their pro-
grams (Scheel et al., 2018, p. 11).

Method
Participants

There were 81 initial responses to the participant survey.
Of those, 31 could not be analyzed because the participant
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did not respond to the open-ended prompt, and 1 because
they were not enrolled in doctoral study. The final set of
participants consisted of 49 students of Color currently en-
rolled in counseling psychology doctoral programs across
the United States. Participants hailed from various regions,
with the majority from the Midwest (40.8%) and the North-
east (24.5%). They ranged in age from 23 to 44, with an
average age of 28.27. They represented a range of racial
groups: 17 (34.7%) identifying as Black or African Ameri-
can, 15 (30.6%) identifying as Asian (including South Asian,
East Indian, and Malaysian Indian), 11 (22.4%) identifying
as Latinx (including Mestizo and Indigenous Mexican), 3
(6.1%) identifying as Arab or Middle Eastern, and 3 (6.1%)
identifying as Multiracial. Of the participants, 40 (81.6%)
identified as female, 6 (12.2%) identified as male, 1 iden-
tified as transgender, 1 identified as genderfluid, and 2 did
not disclose their genders. Participants’ year in program
ranged from 1 to 6, with an even distribution of participants
in their first four years of study (n = 43), and a few in their
fifth (n = 4) and sixth years (n = 2).

Procedure

Survey participants were recruited via emails to APA-ac-
credited counseling psychology doctoral programs’ training
directors, requesting distribution to their students. After
approval by the authors’ Institutional Review Board, data
was collected in the 2017-2018 academic year. The online
survey consisted of a demographic questionnaire and a sin-
gle open-ended prompt stating: “We are very interested in
your experiences as a student of Color in your program.
Please take some time to share what your experience has
been/is. Take as much space as you like.”

Survey responses were analyzed using Consensual Qual-
itative Research — Modified (CQR-M; Spangler et al., 2012).
We chose COR-M because the methodology is considered
well suited to the exploration of new areas of research and
the analysis of brief qualitative responses, and therefore to
our data, given the open-ended nature of the survey prompt
and the limitations associated with conducting qualitative
research online in an setting that prohibits interaction with
subjects (Evans & Mathur, 2005). Although auditing is not
required in CQR-M, it was utilized in this study to increase
trustworthiness (Spangler et al., 2012; Williams & Morrow,
2009).

Data Analysis

COR-M, unlike traditional CQR (Hill et al., 1997), calls
for coders to derive categories and codes from the data, and
then to code without forming core ideas (Spangler et al.,
2012). Consensus-reaching is the preferred way to resolve
coding discrepancies (Spangler et al., 2012). In the current
study, two coders separately identified categories and then
discussed discrepancies and overlap, reaching consensus on
the final categories to be used. Similarly, they coded each
survey response separately and met to resolve discrepan-
cies through consensus.

CQR-M calls for each response to get one code (Spangler
et al., 2012), but the prompt’s broad nature elicited re-

sponses that were dense, lengthy, and often inclusive of
multiple categories. Therefore, we did not limit ourselves
to one code per response, concluding that it would likely
cause the loss of important data and constitute the further
erasure of an already-marginalized group’s experience. We
also found the complexity of the responses, which spoke
to multiple aspects of student experience in deep and lay-
ered ways, sufficient to warrant an audit (conducted by the
principal investigator) to check the work of the primary
team. As such, the auditor advised the study development
(e.g., conceptualization and questionnaire), but was not
connected to the coding process until receiving all partic-
ipants’ responses and the primary team’s coding of them
during the audit. As a result of the audit, one adjustment
was made to the coding categories, and suggestions for
clarifying category labels were given.

Researchers’ Positionality

Two second-year doctoral students in counseling psy-
chology at a large public university (a cisgender White fe-
male and a cisgender Biracial Black/Hispanic female) served
as coders, and a counseling psychology faculty member (a
cisgender Black male) served as auditor. As is customary
before and during CQR (Hill et al., 1997), the team dis-
cussed their assumptions and biases to create transparency
surrounding potential influences on the research process.

One identified bias was the tendency to view racial is-
sues in a Black—-White context, perhaps a reflection of the
same tendency in literature on U.S. racial dynamics. As
such, the coding team noted the importance of attending
to the experiences of all people of Color represented in the
sample, which may differ from what has been shown within
this dichotomy. The team also discussed their expectations,
as researchers with experience studying negative racial en-
counters, that participants would identify negative experi-
ences more frequently and consider them more salient than
positive ones. As such, they noted the importance of at-
tending to the positive experiences described in responses.
Given these considerations, and consistent with inquiry in
CQOR (Hill et al., 1997; Spangler et al., 2012), the research
prompt was framed as an open-ended and non-directive
question to elicit the experiences most salient to the par-
ticipant.

The coders’ ongoing discussions helped them consis-
tently attend to how researcher biases might shape the
categories drawn from the data, thus facilitating greater
trustworthiness of the data (Morrow, 2005). The use of an
auditor was also intended to increase the accuracy of cat-
egory generation and thus improve trustworthiness of the
data (Williams & Morrow, 2009).

Results

In response to the closed-ended questions at the end of
the survey answered by all 49 participants, 18% (n=9) re-
ported satisfaction with the racial diversity of the faculty;
51% (n=25) endorsed inappropriate racial interactions with
fellow students; and 55% (n=27) endorsed inappropriate
racial interactions with faculty. COQR-M analysis of the
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open-ended question uncovered six prominent categories:
support, racial discrimination, marginalization, lack of repre-
sentation, hypocrisy, and positive changes/attempts. Per CQR-
M methodology, frequencies are denoted as proportions
(i.e., percentages) rather than with the labels “general, typ-
ical, variant” used in traditional COR (Spangler et al., 2012).
Since we chose to allow the use of multiple codes within
one response, the proportions reported in our results are
not cumulative but instead represent the proportion of re-
sponses in which the category was identified.

Support

For the purposes of this study, support was defined as ev-
idence of assistance, guidance, and willingness to help from
faculty and/or peers. As the most frequently noted cate-
gory, occurring in 61.2% of responses, three subcategories
emerged: positive support, inconsistent support, and lack of
support. Of the responses in the category, 14.3% reported
support from faculty, 18.4% reported support from other
students, 12.2% reported support from both, and 4% re-
ported feeling both supported and unsupported by the same
faculty member.

Positive support (18.4%) encompassed descriptions of
“safe” environments with peers, faculty, or both in which
the respondent felt understood, cared for, and accepted.
Several respondents identified factors contributing to a
supportive environment. One self-identified Asian student
ascribed their overall positive experiences as a doctoral stu-
dent of Color to “the safe space my professors and cohort
members have provided” and the presence of “very accept-
ing, open-minded White students who identify as allies,
and with whom I have felt safe expressing my concerns and
experiences.” This student identified the ability to freely
express both their experiences and concerns as a key factor
of a supportive environment. A self-identified African
American student noted feeling understood as a major fac-
tor, saying about her advisor, “Within our advising relation-
ship, she often discussed my intersecting identities and un-
derstood my experiences as a cultural being. I felt cared for
and comfortable in her presence.”

While some students noted feeling supported by the
larger environment, others noted that support came pri-
marily from other students of Color with whom they felt
they had shared experiences. One self-identified Asian stu-
dent stated, “When I am with other Asian students, I feel
more comfortable to share whatever I experienced and get
support from them,” while a self-identified Black student
shared, “I am very appreciative that the students of Color
ahead of me took the time to reach out and serve as peer
mentors.” For these students, a representative community
allowed for mentorship, support, and a sense of safety.
Some responses also noted the presence of faculty of Color
as a source of support.

Inconsistent support (30.6%) encompassed responses
noting both a presence and a lack of support, whether in the
same or different contexts. One self-identified Asian stu-
dent wrote:

In moments when a professor said things that were
microaggressive, when faculty were not supporting a
change that meant a lot to me as a student of Color, I
find myself wanting to process and seek support from
my other friends of Color in the program, because they
are more likely to understand and share the pain and
anger. In other times, other students of Color have
reached out to me to talk about the oppressive forces in
the program (esp. faculty and academia as a structure
of power). I have felt the obligation and responsibility
to validate, support, and brainstorm strategies.

A self-identified Multiracial student also noted experi-
ences of inconsistent support, writing, “While I have felt a
good degree of support from those with the program, espe-
cially the other students, I do not feel comfortable in the
town or university as a whole.”

No support (12.2%), the third subcategory, encompassed
responses that noted only a lack of support, without qual-
ification. One self-identified Multiracial Latinx student
stated:

The faculty are ill-prepared to mentor students that
do not identify as White, upper-middle class, or have
the same worldviews and perspectives of the majority.
Little effort is also done to negotiate these differences
and tailor mentorship to meet the needs of students of
Color.

In opposition to those who named feeling understood as
a critical aspect of support, this student’s frustration stems
from a perceived lack of effort to understand students’ per-
spectives and needs.

Racial Discrimination

Racial discrimination (49%) was characterized by unequal
treatment, unequal expectations, and microaggressions
within programs, whether in interpersonal interactions,
evaluations, or overall program dynamics. One self-iden-
tified Asian student stated that the few students of Color
were “often scrutinized by the faculty more often than
White students,” citing the example of students of Color
who did not pass comprehensive exams when a White stu-
dent who “explicitly said [they] did not fulfill all the re-
quirements” did pass. A self-identified Black student noted
experiencing racial discrimination not from the faculty or
program, but from their peers, describing their experience
as “filled with microaggressions and overt racism by the
White girls in my cohort.” Without identifying specific fac-
tors or perpetrators, another self-identified Black student
described the environment as “hostile and problematic,”
stating, “There is definitely a hierarchy of race in our pro-
gram.” In general, students in this category reported feeling
that their environments were hostile, their work was eval-
uated differently than White students’, and their positions
in their programs were questioned.

Marginalization

Distinct from endorsements of racial discrimination,
which focused on unequal treatment, experiences of mar-

The European Journal of Counselling Psychology 4



Exploring the Experiences of Students of Color in United States Counseling Psychology Doctoral Programs:...

ginalization (42.9%) were characterized by feelings of deval-
uation, tokenization, and erasure — that is, experiences of
emotional disconnection, separation or insignificance. One
self-identified African American student shared feeling “as
if I am placed in the program to fill a quota or to stand
as one who adds diversity to the program numbers,” with
the accompanying experience that “In class, I often feel
that my perspective is not understood or appreciated.” This
student described feeling “limited” in regard to speaking
up about issues that concern them since “it comes off as
being disruptive” and “not warranted,” and “the conversa-
tion would not lead to action.” This student’s experience is
one in which they were allowed into their program physi-
cally, but not allowed to participate in a meaningful man-
ner. Their perspectives and contributions were ignored or
seen as a disturbance. Similarly, a self-identified Asian stu-
dent reported, “I feel like I was admitted to this program to
highlight how ‘diverse’ it is, but not given the tools, sup-
port, or resources to thrive in White academia.” Feeling al-
lowed in but without the means to succeed contributes to
this student’s feeling of tokenization.

Students also described being dismissed when bringing
up difficulties they face. A self-identified Multiracial Latinx
student reported that students of Color’s “suggestions are
talked about as divisive and our struggles are cast off as
‘niche’ and not representative of what other students (i.e.,
White students) struggle with and therefore not something
that the program prioritizes.” This student’s experience is
one in which their needs are being ignored and depriori-
tized due to representing a smaller proportion of the stu-
dent body. Overall, students who reported experiences of
marginalization found their programs to ignore their needs
and/or voices.

Lack of Representation

Lack of representation (38.8%) was characterized by the
lack of visible students and faculty of Color within the pro-
gram. Students who endorsed this experience expressed
differing reactions to it, including loneliness. A self-identi-
fied Black student stated:

My research group is all White with the exception of
me. I also live in an all-White neighborhood. I will go
weeks without seeing someone who looks like me. . . .
All of these things combined make the program seem
more isolating at times.

This student notes that lack of representation in multi-
ple spheres of their life compounds and furthers the feel-
ing of isolation. A self-identified Latinx student notes that
a certain academic pressure is part of the experience, writ-
ing, “I would say that there’s not enough representation, so
it does get pretty lonely looking around and not seeing peo-
ple like me. It can be discouraging and maybe a little bit
more of the pressure to perform.” A self-identified South-
East Asian student reported feeling “very uncomfortable
and surprised I was the only person of Color in my cohort,”
noting this impact of the lack of representation: “It has
been difficult for me to connect with my cohort members

and I have really only started to feel less conscious about
myself around them.”

In addition to its influence on their emotional expe-
riences, students noted that a lack of representation im-
pacted their training experiences as well. Several noted the
residual effect of faculty representation on the research fo-
cuses of their program, which limited their ability to be
trained regarding their populations of interest. A self-iden-
tified multiracial student noted that few of their professors
or peers had research topics relating to race and ethnicity,
writing, “I am anticipating having trouble finding a profes-
sor who understands and can adequately help me learn and
grow when my dissertation topic will be focusing on bira-
cial/multiracial individuals.”

Some respondents noted the lack of representation of
specific racial groups; one self-identified African American
student stated, “Although there is racial diversity within
the department, unfortunately we do not have any African-
American faculty members. As a result, there has been lim-
ited research focused on African-American participants.”

Hypocrisy

The category of hypocrisy (20.4%) encompassed re-
sponses that explicitly noted a perceived disconnect be-
tween a program’s expressed values and the program’s
practices and actions. (Responses that discussed discrim-
inatory behavior without explicitly linking it to the pro-
gram’s stated values were not coded as hypocrisy.) One
self-identified Asian student described this disconnect with
both appreciation and disappointment:

I feel like the field of Counseling Psychology is making
progress in terms of researching multiculturalism and
social justice issues. I am grateful to be in a program
that values such research, but I feel like there is a gap
between researching such issues and advocating for
marginalized populations. I feel like many of the White
students and faculty in my program like the buzzword
of multiculturalism and social justice, but don’t follow
through when it comes to showing up for these com-
munities.

Another self-identified Asian student expressed anger
about the inconsistency, noting:

While my program advertises on paper and provides
lip service that they hold social justice highly, I notice
areas where they fall short. I feel angry towards my
White departmental faculty who talk the talk (and get
rewarded via publications and other recognitions) but
do not walk the walk.

While some students reported hypocrisy in a program’s
lack of action, others perceived that specific actions contra-
dicted the stated values. A self-identified Multiracial Latinx
student wrote:

The experiences of students of Color are seen as meth-
ods by which White students in the program can learn
more about the experiences of students of Color, while
[White students’] comfort is centered and prioritized
over . . . [that] of students of Color. Our program strug-
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gles with moving past the theoretical understanding of
racism and power and does very little more than dis-
cuss . . . how difficult it is for students of Color while no
effort is made to actually change the climate and dy-
namics of the department.

Overall, students who discussed hypocrisy saw their pro-
grams as not taking actions aligned with expressed values,
or as doing so in a manner that did not actually benefit
marginalized people.

Positive Changes and Attempts

Responses in this category (18.4%) noted attempts of the
program or student body to improve the program’s racial
climate as far as representation, support, or general
progress.

Some noted an overall negative environment in which
safety and support for students of Color were bolstered
by students themselves. A self-identified Black participant
stated, “In response to the program climate . . . [we] have
started a women of Color support group. It has been helpful
to share and connect, but everyday racism from other coun-
seling psychology trainees is hard.” A self-identified Asian
student noted successes of students working with faculty:
“A lot of exciting changes have happened in our program
since I joined, and they are mainly the efforts of senior stu-
dents of Color and the support of faculty of Color in the
program.”

Other responses credited the overall program with tak-
ing steps to improve the racial climate. A self-identified
Multiracial student wrote, “My program has made it a point
to increase [its] diversity as of late so there has been more
representation and support offered among us students of
Color.” As a self-identified Asian student stated, “It is hap-
pening, though slowly”:

“The program does value diverse representation in its
students, and the faculty is slowly becoming more di-
verse as well. However, change is slow when it comes
to becoming more social justice oriented, and incorpo-
rating multiculturalism and social justice into the cur-
riculum and more broadly the program. It is happen-
ing, though slowly.”

Overall, students who reported positive changes and at-
tempts noted both individual and program-level efforts.
While some efforts focused on creating a separate but safe
student space, others focused on addressing systemic issues
within the program.

Discussion

The current investigation sought to examine the experi-
ences of doctoral students of Color in US counseling psy-
chology programs, in order to provide qualitative informa-
tion to programs in the field that seek to build on their
stated commitments to diversity, inclusion, social justice,
and respect for intersecting identities (Scheel et al., 2018).

The most frequently occurring categories that emerged
in the analysis of our data echo themes prevalant in previ-
ous studies of graduate students of Color across disciplines,

including marginalization (Blockett et al., 2016), isolation
and lack of support (Haskins et al., 2013; Twale et al.,
2016), discrimination and imposter syndrome (Bernard et
al., 2018), and lack of racial group representation in men-
tors (Blockett et al., 2016; Henfield et al., 2013). Some sim-
ilarity in racialized experiences is unsurprising given that
counseling psychology programs exist within the larger so-
cial structure. However, counseling psychology differs from
some other disciplines in that it has explicitly committed
to multiculturalism and attending to the needs of persons
of Color (Scheel et al., 2018). As such, the fact that some
students of Color in counseling psychology report experi-
ences similar to those of students in other disciplines indi-
cates a gap between our rhetoric and the realities present
in our programs. Accordingly, a discipline-specific category
emerging from our sample is that of hypocrisy, in which re-
spondents specifically noted, often with frustration or hurt,
the perceived disconnect between a program’s expressed
social-justice values and program- or individual-level prac-
tices and behaviors.

A second important finding in the current sample is that
support for some students of Color seems to come in the
form of having access to other people of Color, whether
in the faculty, cohort, campus, or neighborhood, while not
having access increases isolation. Given the under-repre-
sentation of faculty of Color within counseling psychology
training programs, we consider it concerning that the well-
being of some students of Color depends to a degree on the
presence of other individuals of Color. This phenomenon
may contribute to undue stress and dissatisfaction among
faculty of Color, who are often assigned additional work re-
lating to issues of diversity without accompanying support
or compensation (Reddick et al., 2020; Turner et al., 2008).
While there is a need for more racial diversity among fac-
ulty, this finding also poses the questions of how programs
can facilitate supportive, inclusive experiences for students
of Color in the absence of, or without reliance on, other in-
dividuals of Color.

It is encouraging that participants also reported aspects
of positive change. Although this category received the
lowest percentage of endorsement, it indicates that some
programs have been able to demonstrate an ability to be
flexible, responsive, and sensitive to the specific needs of
students of Color as they arise.

A final important observation for programs looking to
increase racial and ethnic diversity is that respondents
framed the experience of being supported through recog-
nition and understanding of their identity as a person of
Color and their experiences within the program as a student
of Color. It was that recognition which conveyed a sense of
acceptance and inclusion.

While these student experiences are contextually de-
fined by participation in counseling psychology doctoral
programs in the United States, the underlying messages
about what minoritized students need may also be general-
izable to student experiences in other countries. In a recent
thesis study, Seifert (2022) found that students of Color at a
Dutch university reported largely positive experiences, but
noted experiencing negative emotions when lacking a sense
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of belonging. This message is consistent with our study and
highlights that students of Color may experience marginal-
ization, lack of representation, and lack of support outside
of the context of the United States. As such, it is critical
to create a sense of belonging within graduate programs,
which can be done through multiple avenues.

Advisor support is one vehicle through which students’
sense of belonging can be bolstered. Advisors serve a core
function of socializing a student to the field, helping them
to feel a sense of connection within the department, and
bolstering their confidence (Curtin et al., 2013). Research
has demonstrated the profound effect of advisor support
on doctoral student satisfaction and success, as well as
on program completion (Curtin et al., 2013). Advisors are
uniquely situated in positions to support students of Color
as they acclimate to their program culture and seek connec-
tion and belonging.

Furthermore, cultural shifts within programs can sup-
port a sense of belonging across underrepresented stu-
dents. Rattan and colleagues (2018) found that communi-
cating the belief that ‘most students have high scientific
aptitude’ contributed to a higher sense of belonging and
lowered perception of faculty as biased. Creating a narrative
within a program that all admitted students are perceived
as capable and intelligent may provide the environmental
context necessary for students to have positive perceptions
of faculty beliefs.

Limitations

A potential limitation to the current study’s findings re-
lates to self-selection bias. Despite the open-ended and
non-directive survey prompt, students with negative racial
experiences may have been more likely to respond to the
request for participation. A second potential limitation per-
tains to the research instrument and mode of data collec-
tion, which precluded follow-up questions that might have
elicited important details and context. While we recognize
these limitations and that we cannot generalize our find-
ings, we do believe our findings can inform future efforts
to better meet the needs of students of Color in counseling
psychology programs.

Implications of Research, Teaching and Practice

The current study suggests that counseling psychology
training programs can improve by engaging in greater ad-
vocacy around the specific issues reported most frequently
in our data: inconsistent levels of support, marginalization,
and racial discrimination. In light of the psychological costs
associated with experiences of racism (Carter & Pieterse,
2020), programs should institute policies to meet students’
needs for support, equity, safety, and belonging.

First, programs should more systematically train and as-
sess faculty in mentoring and engaging students of Color,
both to serve students and to reduce the apparent over-re-
liance on faculty of Color. In particular, programs can help
White faculty improve their ability to affirm and address
students’ unique challenges in negotiating White spaces
(Dancy et al.,, 2018). Hiring and ongoing assessment

processes for core and adjunct faculty should attend to in-
dividuals’ understanding of their racial identity status, lev-
els of implicit bias, and practice of cultural humility. As in
Davidson and Foster-Johnson’s (2001) framework, this may
include actions at the departmental level (e.g., adopting a
departmental model of cultural identity and training fac-
ulty in it) and at the faculty level (e.g., having professors
create personal policies toward diversity to guide them-
selves; promoting the examination of race within research
and teaching). University of California — San Francisco of-
fers a model of a systemic and institutional approach
through its Differences Matter initiative, which seeks to en-
hance cross-cultural communication, address bias in sum-
mative faculty assessments, and build stronger ties to com-
munities of Color (Diaz et al., 2020). Existing scholarship
also highlights the potential helpfulness of training White
faculty to interrogate and confront their own cultural
worldviews and implicit bias; to not exclusively rely on
Westernized or Eurocentric curricula; to exert a greater
willingness and ability to engage race-related dialogues in
open, supportive and empathic ways; and to actively en-
gage White students in developing an anti-racist identity
and employing anti-racist practice (Akamine Phillips et al.,
2019; Legha & Miranda, 2020). We believe that adoption
of some of these strategies could facilitate the creation of
more inclusive, equitable, and empowered spaces for stu-
dents of Color within counseling psychology training pro-
grams.

Secondly, programs need to examine how Whiteness
(Grzanka et al., 2019) is enacted and sustained in all aspects
of training, including curricula requirements, practicum
opportunities in psychotherapy and assessment, research
methodologies, and the program’s social climate. Inten-
tional and deliberate attempts to disrupt Whiteness, which
are critical in addressing racial inequality (Arday, 2019),
may include incorporating indigenous approaches to heal-
ing; broadening the lens of human development beyond the
Western/Eurocentric perspective; identifying aspects of sci-
entific racism that continue to exist within the profession;
consistently critiquing and interrogating the White experi-
ence as normative; and revising the history of psychology
to extend beyond European borders and include ways of un-
derstanding psychological functioning that emanate from
non-Western cultures and Indigenous peoples.

Thirdly, programs need to articulate and maintain robust
support for students who have negative racial experiences.
Metivier (2020) suggests the creation of university-wide
systems for reporting bias and hate incidents in order to in-
crease accountability and inform policy.

Lastly, research is needed to more clearly identify the
types of training that help faculty build environments in
which students of Color feel fully seen, have their experi-
ences validated, and feel a sense of belonging, especially
in the absence of other individuals of Color. Measuring the
success of any of the strategies mentioned above consti-
tutes a topic for further research.

To conclude, the finding that some students of Color
in US counseling psychology training programs experience
marginalization, isolation, and race-related negativity is

The European Journal of Counselling Psychology 7



Exploring the Experiences of Students of Color in United States Counseling Psychology Doctoral Programs:...

not terribly surprising, given the larger and ongoing racial  Submitted: July 12, 2023 EET, Accepted: December 22, 2023
dynamics that exist with in the US (Liu et al., 2023). We are  ggr

hopeful, however, that the voices of the current sample pro-

vide a window for program-level reflection and considera-

tion of initiatives that moves the field closer to a more vig-

orous enactment of counseling psychology’s stated values.

The European Journal of Counselling Psychology



Exploring the Experiences of Students of Color in United States Counseling Psychology Doctoral Programs:...

References

Akamine Phillips, J., Risdon, N., Lamsma, M.,
Hambrick, A., & Jun, A. (2019). Barriers and
strategies by white faculty who incorporate anti-
racist pedagogy. Race and Pedagogy Journal: Teaching
and Learning for Justice, 3(2), 1-27. https://soundidea
s.pugetsound.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=104
5&context=rpj

American Psychological Association. (2023a).
Commission for the Recognition of Specialties and
Subspecialties in Professional Psychology (CRSSPP). htt
ps://www.apa.org/ed/graduate/specialize/crsspp

American Psychological Association. (2023b).
Counseling Psychology. https://www.apa.org/ed/gradu
ate/specialize/counseling

Arday, J. (2019). Dismantling power and privilege
through reflexivity: Negotiating normative
Whiteness, the Eurocentric curriculum and racial
micro-aggressions within the Academy. Whiteness
and Education, 3(2), 141-161. https://doi.org/10.108
0/23793406.2019.1574211

Assefa, M., Wiliams, W. R., & Stamm, K. (2023). Race
and ethnicity of today’s psychology graduate
students. Monitor on Psychology, July/August, 23.

Bell, D. J., Bieschke, K. J., Zlotlow, S., Paternite, C. E.,
Iifelder-Kaye, J., McCutcheon, S., Knauss, L.,
Klonoff, E., & Wall, J. (2017). New standards of
accreditation in health service psychology: Rationale,
opportunities, and challenges. Training and Education
in Professional Psychology, 11(4), 207-218. https://do
i.org/10.1037/tep0000163

Bernard, D. L., Hoggard, L. S., & Neblett, E. W. (2018).
Racial discrimination, racial identity, and impostor
phenomenon: A profile approach. Cultural Diversity
and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 24(1), 51-61. https://d
0i.0rg/10.1037/cdp0000161

Blockett, R., Felder, P., Parrish, W., III, & Collier, J.
(2016). Pathways to the professoriate: Exploring
Black doctoral student socialization and the pipeline
to the academic profession. Western Journal of Black
Studies, 40(2), 95-110.

Brunsma, D. L., Embrick, D. G., & Shin, J. H. (2017).
Graduate students of color: Race, racism, and
mentoring in the white waters of academia. Sociology
of Race and Ethnicity, 3(1), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.11
77/2332649216681565

Callahan, J. L., Smotherman, J. M., Dziurzynski, K. E.,
Love, P. K., Kilmer, E. D., Niemann, Y. F., & Ruggero,
C.J. (2018). Diversity in the professional psychology
training-to-workforce pipeline: Results from doctoral
psychology student population data. Training and
Education in Professional Psychology, 12(4), 273-285.
https://doi.org/10.1037/tep0000203

Carter, R. T., & Pieterse, A. L. (2020). Measuring the
effects of racism: Guidelines for the assessment and
treatment of race-based traumatic stress injury.
Columbia University Press. https://doi.org/10.7312/ca
rt19306

Curtin, N., Stewart, A. ]J., & Ostrove, ]J. M. (2013).
Fostering academic self-concept: Advisor support and
sense of belonging among international and domestic
graduate students. American Educational Research
Journal, 50(1), 108—-137. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002
831212446662

Dancy, T. E., II, Edwards, K. T., & Earl Davis, J. (2018).
Historically white universities and plantation
politics: Anti-Blackness and higher education in the
Black Lives Matter era. Urban Education, 53(2),
176-195. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085918754328

Davidson, M. N., & Foster-Johnson, L. (2001).
Mentoring in the preparation of graduate researchers
of color. Review of Educational Research, 71(4),
549-574. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654307100454
9

Diaz, T., Navarro, J. R., & Chen, E. H. (2020). An
institutional approach to fostering inclusion and
addressing racial bias: Implications for diversity in
academic medicine. Teaching and Learning in
Medicine, 32(1), 110-116. https://doi.org/10.1080/104
01334.2019.1670665

Ding, Y., Ridgard, T., Cho, S.-]., & Wang, J. (2021).
Recruitment and retention of bilingual graduate
students in school psychology: Efforts and challenges
in increasing professional diversity. School Psychology
International, 42(6), 569-589. https://doi.org/10.117
7/01430343211042655

Evans, J. R., & Mathur, A. (2005). The value of online
surveys. Internet Research, 15(2), 195-219. https://do
i.org/10.1108/10662240510590360

Feagin, J. R., & Ducey, K. (2018). Racist America: Roots,
current realities, and future reparations. Routledge. htt
ps://doi.org/10.4324/9781315143460

Felder, P. P., Stevenson, H. C., & Gasman, M. (2014).
Understanding race in doctoral student socialization.
International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 9, 21-42. htt
ps://doi.org/10.28945/1947

Gardner, S. K. (2008). Fitting the mold of graduate
school: A qualitative study of socialization in
doctoral education. Innovative Higher Education,
33(2), 125-138. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-008-9
068-x

Golde, C. M. (1998). Beginning graduate school:
Explaining first-year doctoral attrition. New
Directions for Higher Education, 1998(101), 55-64. htt
ps://doi.org/10.1002/he.10105

Grzanka, P. R., Gonzalez, K. A., & Spanierman, L. B.
(2019). White supremacy and counseling psychology:
A critical-conceptual framework. The Counseling
Psychologist, 47(4), 478-529. https://doi.org/10.1177
0011000019880843

Guthrie, R. V. (2004). Even the rat was white: A historical
view of psychology. Pearson Education.

The European Journal of Counselling Psychology 9


https://soundideas.pugetsound.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1045&context=rpj
https://soundideas.pugetsound.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1045&context=rpj
https://soundideas.pugetsound.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1045&context=rpj
https://www.apa.org/ed/graduate/specialize/crsspp
https://www.apa.org/ed/graduate/specialize/crsspp
https://www.apa.org/ed/graduate/specialize/counseling
https://www.apa.org/ed/graduate/specialize/counseling
https://doi.org/10.1080/23793406.2019.1574211
https://doi.org/10.1080/23793406.2019.1574211
https://doi.org/10.1037/tep0000163
https://doi.org/10.1037/tep0000163
https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000161
https://doi.org/10.1037/cdp0000161
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649216681565
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649216681565
https://doi.org/10.1037/tep0000203
https://doi.org/10.7312/cart19306
https://doi.org/10.7312/cart19306
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212446662
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831212446662
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085918754328
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543071004549
https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543071004549
https://doi.org/10.1080/10401334.2019.1670665
https://doi.org/10.1080/10401334.2019.1670665
https://doi.org/10.1177/01430343211042655
https://doi.org/10.1177/01430343211042655
https://doi.org/10.1108/10662240510590360
https://doi.org/10.1108/10662240510590360
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315143460
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315143460
https://doi.org/10.28945/1947
https://doi.org/10.28945/1947
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-008-9068-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10755-008-9068-x
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.10105
https://doi.org/10.1002/he.10105
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000019880843
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000019880843

Exploring the Experiences of Students of Color in United States Counseling Psychology Doctoral Programs:...

Haskins, N., Whitfield-Williams, M., Shillingford, M. A.,
Singh, A., Moxley, R., & Ofauni, C. (2013). The
experiences of Black master’s counseling students: A
phenomenological inquiry. Counselor Education and
Supervision, 52(3), 162—178. https://doi.org/10.1002
j.1556-6978.2013.00035.x

Henfield, M., Woo, H., & Washington, A. (2013). A
phenomenological investigation of African American
counselor education students’ challenging
experiences. Counselor Education & Supervision, 52(2),
122-136. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.2013.0
0033.x

Hill, C. E., Thompson, B. J., & Williams, E. N. (1997). A
guide to conducting consensual qualitative research.
The Counseling Psychologist, 25(4), 517-572. https://d
0i.0rg/10.1177/0011000097254001

Langrehr, K. J., Green, C. E., & Lantz, M. (2017). The
implications of doctoral students’ professional
socialization experiences in graduate training. The
Counseling Psychologist, 45(8), 1162-1183. https://do
i.org/10.1177/0011000017748588

Legha, R. K., & Miranda, J. (2020). An anti-racist
approach to achieving mental health equity in
clinical care. Psychiatric Clinics of North America,
43(3), 451-469. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psc.2020.0
5.002

Liu, W. M., Liu, R. Z., & Shin, R. Q. (2023).
Understanding systemic racism: Anti-Blackness,
white supremacy, racial capitalism, and the re/
creation of white space and time. Journal of
Counseling Psychology, 70(3), 244-257. https://doi.or
£/10.1037/cou0000605

Metivier, K. (2020, July 2). Envisioning higher education
as anti-racist. Inside Higher Education. https://www.i
nsidehighered.com/views/2020/07/02/actions-higher-
ed-institutions-should-take-help-eradicate-racism-o
pinion

Morrow, S. L. (2005). Quality and trustworthiness in
qualitative research in counseling psychology. Journal
of Counseling Psychology, 52(2), 250-260. https://doi.o
rg/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.250

Ortiz-Walters, R., & Gilson, L. L. (2005). Mentoring in
academia: An examination of the experiences of
protégés of color. Journal of Vocational Behavior,
67(3), 459-475. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2004.0
9.004

Quintana, S. M., & Bernal, M. E. (1995). Ethnic minority
training in counseling psychology: Comparisons with
clinical psychology and proposed standards. The
Counseling Psychologist, 23(1), 102-121. https://doi.or
g/10.1177/0011000095231010

Rattan, A., Savani, K., Komarraju, M., Morrison, M. M.,
Boggs, C., & Ambady, N. (2018). Meta-lay theories of
scientific potential drive underrepresented students’
sense of belonging to science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM). Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 115(1), 54-75. http
s://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000130

Reddick, R. J., Taylor, B. J., Nagbe, M., & Taylor, Z. W.
(2020). Professor beware: Liberating faculty voices of
color working in predominantly white institutions
and geographic settings. Education and Urban Society,
53(5), 536—-560. https://doi.org/10.1177/00131245209
33349

Scheel, M. J., Stabb, S. D., Cohn, T. J., Duan, C., &
Sauer, E. M. (2018). Counseling psychology model
training program. The Counseling Psychologist, 46(1),
6-49. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000018755512

Seifert, K. (2022). The experience of PhD students of
colour and how they navigate their relationships,
identity and work environment at the University of
Groningen [Unpublished bachelor’s thesis]. University
of Groningen.

Siegel, A. M., & DeMers, S. T. (2016). Licensing in
psychology. In J. C. Norcross, G. R. VandenBos, D. K.
Freedheim, & L. F. Campbell (Eds.), APA handbook of
clinical psychology: Education and profession (pp.
101-122). American Psychological Association. http
s://doi.org/10.1037/14774-007

Soto, A., Smith, T. B., Griner, D., Domenech Rodriguez,
M., & Bernal, G. (2018). Cultural adaptations and
therapist multicultural competence: Two meta-
analytic reviews. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 74(11),
1907-1923. https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.22679

Spangler, P. T., Liu, J., & Hill, C. E. (2012). Consensual
qualitative research for simple qualitative data: An
introduction to CQR-M. In C.E. Hill (Ed.), Consensual
qualitative research: A practical resource for
investigating social science phenomena (pp. 269-283).
American Psychological Association.

Thomas, K. M., Willis, L. A., & Davis, J. (2007).
Mentoring minority graduate students: Issues and
strategies for institutions, faculty, and students.
Equal Opportunities International, 26(3), 178—192. htt
ps://doi.org/10.1108/02610150710735471

Tijerina, M., & Deepak, A. C. (2014). Mexican American
social workers’ perceptions of doctoral education and
academia. Journal of Social Work Education, 50(2),
365-378. https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2014.885
277

Trent, F., Dwiwardani, C., & Page, C. (2021). Factors
impacting the retention of students of color in
graduate programs: A qualitative study. Training and
Education in Professional Psychology, 15(3), 219-229.
https://doi.org/10.1037/tep0000319

Turner, C. S. V., Gonzdlez, J. C., & Wood, J. L. (2008).
Faculty of color in academe: What 20 years of
literature tells us. Journal of Diversity in Higher
Education, 1(3), 139-168. https://doi.org/10.1037/a00
12837

Twale, D., Weidman, J., & Bethea, K. (2016).
Conceptualizing socialization of graduate students of
Color: Revisiting the Weidman-Twale-Stein
framework. The Western Journal of Black Studies,
40(2), 80-94.

Williams, E. N., & Morrow, S. L. (2009). Achieving
trustworthiness in qualitative research: A pan-
paradigmatic perspective. Psychotherapy Research,
19(4-5), 576-582. https://doi.org/10.1080/105033008
02702113

The European Journal of Counselling Psychology 1 0


https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.2013.00035.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.2013.00035.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.2013.00033.x
https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6978.2013.00033.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000097254001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000097254001
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000017748588
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000017748588
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psc.2020.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psc.2020.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000605
https://doi.org/10.1037/cou0000605
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/07/02/actions-higher-ed-institutions-should-take-help-eradicate-racism-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/07/02/actions-higher-ed-institutions-should-take-help-eradicate-racism-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/07/02/actions-higher-ed-institutions-should-take-help-eradicate-racism-opinion
https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2020/07/02/actions-higher-ed-institutions-should-take-help-eradicate-racism-opinion
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.250
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.52.2.250
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2004.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2004.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000095231010
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000095231010
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000130
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000130
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124520933349
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124520933349
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000018755512
https://doi.org/10.1037/14774-007
https://doi.org/10.1037/14774-007
https://doi.org/10.1002/jclp.22679
https://doi.org/10.1108/02610150710735471
https://doi.org/10.1108/02610150710735471
https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2014.885277
https://doi.org/10.1080/10437797.2014.885277
https://doi.org/10.1037/tep0000319
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012837
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0012837
https://doi.org/10.1080/10503300802702113
https://doi.org/10.1080/10503300802702113

Exploring the Experiences of Students of Color in United States Counseling Psychology Doctoral Programs:...

Zeligman, M., Prescod, D., & Greene, J. (2015). Journey
toward becoming a counselor education doctoral
student: Perspectives of women of color. The Journal
of Negro Education, 84(1), 66—79. https://doi.org/10.7
709/inegroeducation.84.1.066

The European Journal of Counselling Psychology

11


https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.84.1.066
https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.84.1.066

	Socialization to Graduate Training
	Personal Experiences and Perceptions of Discrimination
	Current Study
	Method
	Participants
	Procedure
	Data Analysis
	Researchers’ Positionality

	Results
	Support
	Racial Discrimination
	Marginalization
	Lack of Representation
	Hypocrisy
	Positive Changes and Attempts

	Discussion
	Limitations
	Implications of Research, Teaching and Practice

	References

