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Abstract While learning environment research has been growing in popularity over the past
few decades, little attention has been given towards the learning environment of graduate
students, and virtually no attention has been given specifically towards graduate counseling
and related programs such as professional counseling, clinical and counseling psychology, and
marriage and family therapy. In this paper we propose using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992)
ecological theory as a model to conceptualize the training environment of such counselor
preparation programs. Through the application of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, counselor educa-
tors and counseling trainees can better understand the systemic nature of the training environ-
ment that they create and where they train. Implications and recommendations for future
research are provided to further advance the knowledge and awareness of the counseling
training environment.

Keywords Counseling training environment - Counseling training - Ecological model -
Multicultural - Internationalization

Introduction

Learning environment research has experienced considerable growth over the past few
decades. For instance, it occupies 1 of the 11 sections in the Second International Handbook
of Science Education (Fraser, Tobin, and McRobbie 2012), 1 of 19 chapters in the Handbook
of Research on Science Teaching and Learning (Fraser 1994), and a section in the Interna-
tional Encyclopedia of Teaching and Teacher Education (Anderson 1996). A Special Interest
Group (SIG) of the American Educational Research Association (AERA) on the Study of
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Learning Environments was also established in 1984 (AERA 1999), further establish-
ing learning environment research as a significant focus within educational research.
While originally implemented as a way to assess students’ perceptions of their
classroom environment, learning environment research has been increasingly viewed
as the precursor to studies on predicting and improving student-learning outcomes
(Walker and Fraser 2005).

Today’s counselor preparation programs in the United States (US) appear to place a
significant emphasis on evaluating programs’ learning environments and measuring student
learning outcomes. For instance, the American Psychological Association (APA) and the
Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP), the
major accrediting bodies for doctoral-level psychology programs and masters- and doctoral-
level counseling/counselor education programs respectively in the US, mandate that accredited
programs collect data on program evaluation and measurement of student learning outcomes
(APA 2009; CACREP 2009). Furthermore, Section I of the 2009 CACREP Standards, entitled
“Learning Environment: Structure and Evaluation,” is dedicated solely to the learning envi-
ronment, thus highlighting its growing importance in counselor preparation programs.

For the purposes of discussion, we expand the scope of counselor preparation programs to
include professional counseling, applied psychology, and marriage and family therapy, as it is
our belief that, while the training philosophies and approaches of such programs may have
unique dimensions, their overall training curricula consist of similar components. For instance,
in all three disciplines, trainees can be expected to engage in both classroom academic learning
and counseling/clinical skills field-based training.

Literature in counselor preparation also regularly reference the learning and training
environment (e.g., Fujikura 2008; Ng and Smith 2009; Shurts et al. 2006). While counseling
references in the literature are commonly directed towards the general training “program” (e.g.,
overall program experience and environment), references are also made to the counseling
academic environment (e.g., classroom environment) and the counseling clinical environment
(e.g., supervisory environment). However, these references are generally made in broad and
generic terms, such as creating safe and effective environments for learning and supervision
(e.g., Ladany, Friedlander, and Nelson 2005; Shurts et al. 2006), and rarely are detailed
descriptions or specific examples of such environments offered in the literature. Furthermore,
the literature is generally segregated and focuses on each of these learning environments
within a training program independently from each other, not treating it as a total and unified
training environment.

Though the field of learning and training environment research has been steadily growing
over the past few decades, very little scholarly work has focused on conceptualizing and
assessing it in regard to counselor preparation programs. The lack of such research on
programs seems to reflect an overall lack of research focusing on the learning environments
in adult, graduate, and post-secondary education as a whole. For instance, results of a recent
literature search yielded significantly fewer studies that assessed the adult learning environ-
ment as compared to those that assessed primary and secondary student learning environments.
Such findings reflect the paucity of research on adult and post-secondary learning environ-
ments, which has been previously noted by researchers such as Fraser (1998a), Fraser and
Treagust (1986), and Langenbch and Aagaard (1990). Furthermore, because of the many
differences between adult learning and primary and secondary learning (cf., Knowles 1980,
1984; Knowles et al. 2005), the validity of the existing few post-secondary learning environ-
ment measures appears to be limiting because they were adapted from primary and secondary
education learning environment assessments (e.g., Darkenwald 1987; Darkenwald and Valen-
tine 1986; Fraser and Treagust 1986).
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In view of the aforementioned, there is, therefore, a need for researchers in counselor
preparation programs to systematically explicate the meaning and scope of the counsel-
ing training environment. It is our belief that Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) ecological
theory presents a viable and comprehensive model for researchers and trainers to
conceptualize the training environment of counselor preparation programs, because the
theory’s multisystemic framework seems well-suited for the integration of the various
counselor training domains into a larger comprehensive training environment. Further-
more, given the recent popularity of the internationalization of the counseling profession
(e.g., Heppner et al. 2008a, b; Ng and Noonan 2012), we believe that Bronfenbrenner’s
emphasis on the phenomenological experience of trainees allows counselor educators to
assess programs through a transcultural framework that honors both the emic and etic
aspects of mental health counseling training.

Our stance of using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) theory is not unique. For instance, some
scholars (e.g., Heppner et al. 2008a, b; Neville and Mobley 2001) have previously advocated
for the use of the theory to inform curricular design and teaching practices in the counseling
and related training fields; however, they have not offered specific details. Similarly, Forrest,
Elman, and Miller (2008) proposed a model using Bronfenbrenner’s theory as a framework to
help psychology programs assist trainees identified as experiencing problems of professional
competence. However, Forrest et al.’s (2008) model is specifically aimed at the individual in a
training program, not at the training program itself.

In response to earlier calls to examine systemically trainee and program evaluation, the
present paper represents an attempt, possibly the first, to offer a comprehensive framework to
conceptualize the counseling training environment based on Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992)
theory. In subsequent sections we will consider how Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory can
be used to conceptualize various domains in the training environment of counselor preparation
programs, and we will also discuss its implications. We begin first by outlining
Bronfenbrenner’s theory.

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) ecological theory, though originally developed as a theory for
understanding human development, can also be used as a systemic framework for understand-
ing student learning and the training environment of adult and graduate trainees in counselor
preparation programs. Based on Bronfenbrenner (1979) belief that learning is a function of
social interaction, we believe that his theory is applicable to student learning because the more
developed and experienced the student, the more likely they will have experienced complex
social, learning, and training experiences in school and through life. As such, graduate trainees
in counselor preparation programs are likely to have experienced much more complex social
and learning experiences, as compared to primary and secondary school-aged children and
undergraduate students.

Bronfenbrenner’s theory utilizes a systemic framework by which the overall ecological
environment is conceptualized as a set of embedded structures (i.e., sub-environments), each
inside the next. As a result, all of the sub-environments where learning and training takes place
are interdependent and contribute to each other in some way. Thus, Bornfenbrenner’s theory
suggests that the learning environment is made up of multiple systems and sub-systems
interacting with each other and contributing to the overall learning environment of the student.
Bronfenbrenner labels the environmental sub-systems as: (a) microsystem, (b) mesosystem, (c)
exosystem, (d) macrosystem, and (e) chronosystem.
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Microsystem

The microsystem is a “pattern of activities, roles, and interpersonal relations experienced by
the developing person in a given setting with particular physical and material characteristics”
(Bronfenbrenner 1979, p. 22). The microsystem consists of the immediate settings of the
individual, or in our case, the counseling trainee, including the interpersonal relations and
settings in which the individual lives (Heppner et al. 2008a, b). A “setting” in the microsystem
is defined as “a place where people can readily engage in face-to-face interaction”
(Bronfenbrenner 1979, p. 22).

An important aspect of the microsystem is its emphasis on the lived experience or
phenomenological dimension of the individual. Bronfenbrenner (1979) believed that the most
powerful aspects of an environment are those that give meaning to the person in the given
situation or environment. Therefore, the experience of the individual is salient, as it emphasizes
that relevant features of any environment include not only its objective properties (e.g., size),
but also the way the person in that environment perceives such properties (Bronfenbrenner
1979).

Mesosystem

The mesosystem is a set of interrelations between two or more settings in which the developing
person becomes an active participant (Bronfenbrenner 1979). It is important to understand that
it is the interrelations, also referred to as links, between the various settings in the microsystem
that are referred to as the mesosystem. In other words, it is the interrelations and connections
between settings—not specific places or settings themselves—that define the mesosystem. The
difference between the microsystem and mesosystem lies in the nature of the interconnections
involved. That is, whereas at the microsystem level social connections occur within one setting
(e.g., at the university), at the mesosystem level these processes take place across setting
boundaries (e.g., between the university and the internship site).

Exosystem

The exosystem in Bronfenbrenner’s theory is defined as “one or more settings that do not
involve the developing person as an active participant but in which events occur that affect, or
are affected by what happens in that setting” (1979, p. 237). The exosystem is present when
events that do not directly involve an individual still have an impact on the said individual. The
exosystem is bi-directional, whereby events that happen within the exosystem and impact the
microsystem can also occur in the opposite direction. For instance, while an event in the
exosystem can indirectly impact an individual in the microsystem, that same individual may
create an event within the microsystem that can cause an impact on the exosystem. A
counseling-specific example of the bi-directional nature of the exosystem is included in the
next section of this paper.

Macrosystem

The macrosystem is defined as the “consistency observed within a given culture or subculture
in the form and content of its constituent microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystems, as well
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as any belief systems or ideology underlying such inconsistencies” (Bronfenbrenner 1979, p.
258). This suggests that while consistency within the larger macrosystem is important, it is
equally important to be aware of the unique differences that are also present within the system.
For instance, while a counselor preparation program may intentionally base their curriculum
on the principles of multicultural counseling to ensure that every class implements multicul-
tural components into its lessons (e.g., consistency), variability could exist in terms of what
aspect of multicultural counseling is covered in each class and to what extent it is covered (e.g.,
inconsistency). From Bronfenbrenner’s perspective, both the consistency and the inconsisten-
cy within the macrosystem are equally important.

In understanding the macrosystem, it is important to understand the contexts of the
microsystem, mesosystem, and exosystems as well. Because the macrosystem assumes a
larger and broader canvas, it is often associated with looking at the overall cultural
climate of a given environment. From the macrosystem perspective, while cultures and
subcultures can be expected to be different from each other (e.g., male counselor trainees
vs. female counselor trainees), they are also relatively homogenous from an internal
structure viewpoint. In other words, while the macrosystem is unique to each individual,
similarities also exist among all individuals as manifested through the ecological sys-
temic framework. Furthermore, from the macrosystem perspective, members of given
cultures or subcultures find support for their behavior and values from each other;
therefore, their behaviors and values are manifested by each other and thus work in a
cylindrical pattern.

Chronosystem

Bronfenbrenner identified the chronosystem as an addendum to his original theory, to
acknowledge that environments can change over time (Bronfenbrenner 1992). Therefore,
the chronosystem reflects changes in patterns of environmental events and sociohistorical
conditions (e.g., transitions over the life course of the individual). The chronosystem
further exemplifies Bronfenbrenner’s belief that individuals’ learning and their environ-
ments change through time as they further develop. Similar to the various systems, in
attempting to understand the chronosystem, it is also important to understand the
contexts of the other sub-systems (i.e., mesosystem, and exosystem).

Bronfenbrenner and the Counseling Training Environment

The term “learning environment” has been variedly defined in the general learning environ-
ment literature (e.g., Fraser 1998b; Maudsley 2001; Mulrooney 2005; Papp et al. 2003).
Similarly, professional education in counselor preparation programs is diverse and consists
of various elements, including both classroom/academic learning and clinical/field experience
training (Papp et al. 2003). Thus, instead of using the expression ‘the learning environment of
counselor preparation and related programs’, we use the broader and more inclusive expres-
sion ‘the training environment of counselor preparation programs’. Furthermore, rather than
referring to an individual in a counselor preparation program as a counseling student, we refer
to them as a counseling trainee. We make this distinction to acknowledge that in addition to
being a classroom student learner, the individual also engages in various other training
activities towards becoming a professional counselor, psychologist, or marriage and
family therapist.
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For the counseling trainee, the classroom/academic training includes lectures and seminars,
scholarly assignments, class-related research, and other responsibilities as assigned by program
faculty. The interactions between and among students and professors are also a characteristic
of the classroom/academic training setting. Complementary clinical training includes both on-
campus and off-campus clinical experiences, such as introductory counseling techniques and
clinical practicums and internships. The training settings include on-campus training labs and
on-site clinical training locations (e.g., schools, community agencies, hospitals, etc.). In
clinical training, the counseling trainee receives training and supervision from both on-
campus faculty supervisors and on-site supervisors. Group clinical supervision is often also
a feature of on-campus clinical training, and is frequently available on-site as well. Thus, in
addition to individual supervision and training from the counseling trainee’s on-campus and
on-site supervisors, the counseling trainee typically receives clinical training from fellow
students and from other practitioners on-site. See Fig. 1 for a visual model of Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979, 1992) theory applied to the counseling training environment and Table 1 for the more
specific elements.

Counseling Training Environment

Mesosystem
A set of interrelations between
two or more settings in which
the counseling trainee becomes
an active participant

Microsystem
Pattern of activities, roles, and
interpersonal relations
experienced by the counseling
trainee in a given setting with
particular physical and material
characteristics

Chronosystem
Accounts for the sociohistorical conditions of counselors’ training and reflects
temporal changes and patterns of the counseling and related professions and
the environment through time

Fig. 1 Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) ecological model applied to the counseling training environment
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Table 1 Counseling training environment: sub-systems and content categories considered through
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory

Domain Content Category Examples

Microsystem Classroom/advising
Clinical experience
Academic unit
University/college
Community
Mesosystem Multi-setting participation
Inter-setting communication
Inter-setting knowledge
Exosystem Student-client-client’s other
Student-faculty-faculty’s other
Student-supervisor-supervisor’s other
Student-classmates/co-workers-classmates/co-workers’ other
Macrosystem Political culture
Laws and ethics
Economics
Multiculturalism
Chronosystem Social-historical
Current, up-to-date, adaptive

Note. “Other” in the exosystem represents the events that do not directly involve the counseling trainee yet
indirectly impact the trainee

Microsystem in the Counseling Training Environment

As the microsystem consists of the immediate settings where the counseling trainee
performs activities and roles, and experiences interpersonal relationships, this system in
the counseling training environment is the foundation of the trainee’s environment. In the
microsystem, the counseling trainee participates in a number of settings, including
campus classrooms, campus clinics and training labs, off-campus internship sites, the
local neighborhood of the internship site, workplaces, and the surrounding university and
college community.

The relationships established within the various settings could be among classmates,
clinical staff at internships, clients, clinical supervisors, faculty members, faculty advisors,
university administrators and support staff, and co-workers. Therefore, the microsystem is not
only the most basic of the sub-systems, it is also extremely diverse. Because counseling
trainees in any given counseling course will have various experiences of their unique settings,
a counselor educator must be cognizant of each individual trainee’s unique circumstance while
attending to the whole class.

Mesosystem in the Counseling Training Environment

Counseling trainees participate in multiple settings (e.g., classroom, supervision, internship
sites, community outreach, etc.). Therefore, the mesosystem comprises the interactions
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between and among the various settings allowing numerous interconnections between and
among microsystems to be possible. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) theory identifies four
types of interactions and links that occur between microsystems and within the mesosystem:
(a) multi-setting participation, (b) indirect linkage, (c) inter-setting communications, and (d)
inter-setting knowledge.

Multi-Setting Participation

The multi-setting participation link occurs when the same person engages in activities in more
than one setting (Bronfenbrenner 1979). For example, a counseling trainee who spends time
both at the university and at his or her off-campus internship site is engaged in multi-setting
participation.

When counseling trainees participate in more than one setting of a mesosystem, they are
considered to be the primary link. Other persons who participate in the same two settings are
referred to as supplementary links (Bronfenbrenner 1979). For instance, the counseling
trainee’s professor who pays a visit to the trainee’s off-campus internship site would be
referred to as a supplementary link. Similarly, the off-campus site supervisor may also pay a
visit to the trainee’s internship class on campus and fulfill a similar role. Thus, direct
interactions between both the primary and supplementary links can operate in the direction
of either setting (Bronfenbrenner 1979).

Indirect Linkage

In indirect linkage, the same person does not actively participate in two specific settings; but a
connection between the two may still be established through a third party who serves as an
intermediate link between persons in the two settings (Bronfenbrenner 1979). An example of
an indirect link would be the counseling trainee’s client who discusses issues related to his or
her work and family during counseling sessions. Though the counseling trainee is not a
participant in the client’s work and family setting, the counseling trainee is indirectly linked
to these settings through the client.

Inter-Setting Communications

Inter-setting communication refers to the messages transmitted from one setting to the other
with the expressed intent of providing “specific information to persons in the other setting”
(Bronfenbrenner 1979, p. 210). The messages and communications may be either one-sided
and/or occur in both directions. Inter-setting communications can occur in a variety of ways,
including telephone conversations, face-to-face interactions, correspondence, written messages
(e.g., email, letters, brochures), and notices or announcements (Bronfenbrenner 1979). An
example of inter-setting communications within the counseling training environment would be
the counseling trainee’s site-supervisor making a phone call to the trainee’s university instruc-
tor informing the instructor of the trainee’s progress at the internship site.

Inter-Setting Knowledge
This linkage refers to the information or experience that exists in one setting about the other
setting (Bronfenbrenner 1979). Inter-setting knowledge is similar to inter-setting communica-

tion, yet it is the specific linkage of knowledge that is of importance. For example, the
counseling trainee’s site supervisor may receive a packet in the mail from the trainee’s
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internship instructor informing the supervisor of the revised internship policies and standards
that the trainee must follow. While inter-setting communication has taken place, the actual
packet received in the mail represents the knowledge and the “link.” Therefore, inter-setting
communication and knowledge often go hand-in-hand with each other.

Exosystem in the Counseling Training Environment

Recall that the exosystem is where events occur in one or more settings that do not involve the
counseling trainee, yet these events nevertheless have an effect on the counseling trainee. An
example of the exosystem would be a part-time counseling trainee who learns that his or her
work unit is in jeopardy of being closed down, resulting in the work environment becoming
very tense and the counseling trainee experiencing high levels of stress at work. Though the
classmates of this counseling trainee are not active participants in the workplace, the events at
the workplace indirectly impact the classmates when the trainee brings the stress he or she
experiences at work to the classroom, thus impacting the classroom environment for all those
present. As counseling classes typically employ seminar and discussion-style formats, it is not
unusual for trainees to often share personal stories and process their lived experiences with
each other. Thus, the impact of the exosystem can be significant.

Also, recall that the exosystem is bidirectional in nature, where events that happen in the
counseling trainee’s exosystem can impact the trainee’s microsystem, and events in the
trainee’s microsystem can equally impact the trainee’s exosystem. An example of the bidirec-
tional nature of the exosystem would be a counseling trainee who is working with a
homosexual client who reports being discriminated against and bullied at the workplace and
who might work with the client on social justice and advocacy issues. Through their work
together in the microsystem, the client may become empowered by the counseling trainee and
may choose to confront his or her boss and inform the boss of the discrimination and bullying
occurring at work (i.e., the counseling trainee’s exosystem). As a result, the boss might choose
to implement a zero tolerance policy towards bullying and discrimination in the work place.

Macrosystem in the Counseling Training Environment

As the macrosystem encompasses each of the counseling trainee’s sub-environments, the
macrosystem looks at the larger and total picture of a trainee’s environment. The macrosystem
of the training environment is often what is referred to as the culture and the overall profile of
the particular counselor preparation program (Forrest, Elman, and Miller 2008). For instance, a
counselor preparation program that is housed in an institution that promotes celebrating
cultural differences and diversity will likely also embrace diversity as a core philosophy and
value in its overall training curriculum.

It is important to note that by not taking into consideration the various sub-environments of
the counselor preparation program, assessment of the macrosystem is incomplete. For exam-
ple, a counselor preparation program that wants to measure its success by comparing the
number of trainees-turned graduates from their program to the number from a competing
university’s program will be conducting an incomplete assessment. Instead, in order
to understand and assess the entire culture and macrosystem of the counselor preparation
program and its trainees, one must also understand and assess the contexts of the trainees’
microsystems, mesosystems, and exosystems, not just simply look at the overall numbers and
graduation profile.
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Chronosystem in the Counseling Training Environment

When applied to the counseling training environment, the chronosystem of Bronfenbrenner’s
(1992) theory accounts for the sociohistorical conditions of counselors’ training and reflects
temporal changes and patterns of the counseling and related professions and the environment
through time. As such, it is particularly salient to counselor preparation programs that their
curricula and related professional competencies are constantly evolving, reflecting historical as
well as current socio-political and cultural influences and trends. For example, with the
proliferation of online learning and advancements in technology, many counselor preparation
programs currently offer courses in hybrid (i.e., face-to-face and online) or pure online formats,
in addition to traditional face-to-face classes, which is in contrast to counselor preparation
programs of the 1990s (Sax 2002).

The growth of internationalization of the counseling profession (e.g., Heppner et al. 2008a,
b; Ng and Noonan 2012) and the increasing popularity of constructivist-based counseling
theories and training approaches (e.g., McAuliffe and Eriksen 2000; Schermer and Hinkle
2010) are also more prominently reflected in todays’ training curricula, as compared to the
past. Furthermore, as accreditation agencies such as APA and CACREP place an emphasis on
understanding the historical development of the psychology and counseling professions
respectively (APA 2009; CACREP 2009), the chronosystem in a counselor preparation
program is concerned with how relevant and responsive the program is to current advances
in the profession, while still being mindful of the professional and historical roots of the
profession and the growth and development of its trainees through time.

Implications for Counseling Training Programs

When used as a conceptual model for understanding the training environment of counseling
trainees, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) ecological theory is comprehensive and complex.
However, as counseling trainees have progressed through various stages in their lives, their
learning and development is also expected to have become increasingly comprehensive and
complex with the introduction of new roles, settings, activities, and patterns of interrelation-
ships. Because at the graduate-level counseling trainees are developmentally more mature than
school children and undergraduate students, applying Bronfenbrenner’s theory to the counsel-
ing training environment appears to be appropriate, as learning and training is also a dynamic,
ongoing, and developing process (Sontag 2006).

A strength of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) theory is its emphasis on the bidirectional
nature of the impact and influence between an individual (the counseling trainee) and his or her
environmental sub-systems through the mesosystem and exosystem. Whereas other popular
conceptual models (e.g., Fraser and Treagust 1986; Moos 1974) used to assess child and adult
environments place a lesser prominence on the individual's influence on the environment,
Bronfenbrenner addresses this with his theory. The macrosystem and chronosystem of
Bronfenbrenner’s theory further highlight the importance of sociological and ideological
influences on the counseling training environment and, hence, the development of the trainee.
Regardless of the extent to which sociological and ideological elements are attended to in the
training curriculum, socio-political and cultural forces that drive the changes and progress in
human civilization will significantly influence counseling trainees’ development.

Furthermore, as norms and values shift over time, the chronosystem’s emphasis on
temporal patterns of such phenomena is important in understanding the environment of a
given time period. For instance, in response to the multiculturalism movement in the 1960s,
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70s, and 80s, multicultural counseling competence has become accepted as a critical aspect of
counselor training, especially since the early 1990s (cf., Pedersen 1991; Sue, Arredondo, and
McDavis 1992), resulting in training curricular changes in content, teaching, training environ-
ment, and learning outcomes. Thus, the current counseling training environment has become
very different from that which predated the formalization of multicultural competence training.

Finally, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) emphasis of the phenomenological and perceived
lived experience of the individual (the counseling trainee) in his or her environment helps
address the understanding—and not just the descriptions—of the various strategies and coping
skills that the individual utilizes to adapt to new environments. This is an area that is lacking in
other models, such as the College and University Classroom Environment Inventory (CUCEI,
Fraser and Treagust 1986) and the College Classroom Environment Scale (CCES; Winston
et al. 1994). For instance, in the previously mentioned models, the individual’s unique
experience and how he or she understands the environment is not taken into consideration
when evaluating the learning environment. Rather, these models simply ask the individual to
rate the learning environment based on descriptions and observations of the environment (e.g.,
whether the instructor considers students’ feelings). The phenomenological aspect of
Bronfenbrenner’s model also emphasizes that human behavior is an act-in-context; that is,
human behavior is highly contextual. The contextual emphasis of the model has strong
relevance to the counseling profession, especially in regards to multiculturalism and increasing
multicultural competence (Heppner et al. 2008a, b).

Focusing attention on the training environment of graduate counselor preparation programs
is an important yet often overlooked aspect of graduate education experience. For instance,
when studying graduate students and their success in graduate school, Astin (1993) found that
universities and graduate schools traditionally used an input-environmental-outcome (I-E-O)
model, where faculty and administrators attempted to identify and isolate particular variables
(e.g., student characteristics; input) that they believed to be accurate predictors of academic
success at the graduate level (e.g., graduation, completion of program; output), given the
particular environment (e.g., academic program, policies, faculty, peers, etc.) of the university
in which the student was a participant.

A common example of the I-E-O model is using Graduate Record Exam (GRE) scores,
undergraduate grade-point average, and letters of recommendation (i.e., input) of potential
graduate counseling trainees to predict how successful they will be in navigating the graduate
counseling program (i.e., environment) to eventually graduate and receive their degree (i.e.,
outcome). However, when studying graduate students, researchers (e.g., Allodi 2010; Astin
1990, 1993; Fraser 1991) pointed out that many faculty and administrators primarily focused
on the input and the outcome, and not as much on the environment.

Thus, through the application of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) theory, we believe that not
only can counselor educators and administrators begin to focus more attention on the training
environment in general, they will also naturally focus on the sub-environments of the trainee
and, therefore, achieve a more holistic and comprehensive view of the total counseling training
environments that they create. For trainees, having a better understanding of their training
environment can also provide them with a better understanding and appreciation of their
training experience, leading to an increase in satisfaction towards their program (Hubschman
1999) and also aid in their adjustment to graduate school (Cain, Marrara, Pitre, and Armour
2003).

The implications presented in this article could benefit from additional research. For
instance, we recommend the development of an assessment instrument based on
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) theory that is designed to assess the counseling training
environment. This instrument could have multiple versions: (a) trainees’ perception of their
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actual training environment, (b) trainees’ perceptions of their preferred training environment,
(c) faculty perceptions of their actual training environment, and (d) faculty perceptions of their
preferred training environment. The results of these versions could be compared to each other
to identify actual-preferred discrepancies from the trainees’ perspectives, the faculty’s perspec-
tive, and between the two (i.e., trainees’ perspectives compared to faculty’s perspective).

Furthermore, as counselor preparation programs are growing in various countries of the
world, cross-national comparisons between trainees and faculty could also be done. In
response to the growing number of online and hybrid counselor preparation programs, a
specific instrument might also be developed to assess the training environment of these
programs and results could be compared to traditional face-to-face programs.

Example Model and Best Practices

In this section we provide an example of how our evaluation model can be implemented by a
counselor preparation program through the recommendations of best practice considerations.
Forrest et al. (2008) note that when implementing an ecologically based model, planning and
preparation on the program’s part is a critical piece and that it must be considered before it is
implemented. Thus, we divide our example model into the following three stages and we offer
best practice recommendations within each stage: (a) initial planning, (b) implementation, and
(c) evaluation and planning for the future. We note in parentheses the specific sub-system of
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) ecological theory that is being utilized for each consideration
(e.g., microsystem).

Stage One: Initial Planning
Establish Goals of the Training Environment (Macrosystem)

As the macrosystem is considered to be the cultural and the overall profile of the particular
counselor preparation program (Forrest et al. 2008), we recommend that prior to the start of the
academic year, program faculty first meet as a group and establish clear expectations of the
type of environment that they desire to establish and they believe to be the most effective for
their program. For instance, a program faculty may decide to develop a training environment
and culture that revolves around multicultural and international competences. The process of
establishing environmental goals is critical because it allows the faculty to get “on the same
page” in terms of their expectations of the program as well as setting the roadmap for the
desired direction of the program. Because faculty must look at the program from an “overall”
perspective, they must also determine where their program fits into the larger cultural
environment of where they operate (e.g., within the university, within the community, within
the state) and their goals within each environment (e.g., be a leader of research or recruiting
diverse students, establish community partnerships, serve on state licensing boards, etc.).

Identify Participants in the Training Environment (Microsystem)
Once the training environment goals have been established, program faculty should next
identify the various participants in the training environment. Participants in the training

environment can include, but are not limited to, the program faculty, the counseling trainees,
the off-campus supervisors, and program staff and support. The process of identifying the
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participants in the training environment also lends itself to the next step of identifying the
various settings where training takes place and, therefore, the various types of communication
and knowledge that can and should be shared between settings (mesosystem).

Establish the Links (Mesosystem)

Now that the participants have been identified, we recommend that program faculty invite
members of the specific “groups” of participants (e.g., counselor trainees, supervisors, community
leaders, etc.) and facilitate a working group meeting with the objective of establishing shared
expectations and goals of the program. These expectations should come from the specific
perspectives of each group of participants (e.g., from the trainees’ perspectives, supervisors’
perspectives, etc.). This process helps establish the foundation of the inter-setting intercommuni-
cation and knowledge “links” that are established through multi-setting participation
(microsystem). Also, because the working group meetings should encourage open dialogue
between attendees, the communication and knowledge being shared is bi-directional in that all
participants involved are able to communicate and share their unique perspectives with each other.

Keep a Record

‘We recommend that program faculty keep a documented log of the activities and decisions made
throughout the planning process in Stage One. The documentation can serve as the roadmap for
program faculty in helping delineate the direction and goals of the program. This documentation
can also be a useful resource for program faculty to refer to throughout the academic year in an
effort to conduct periodic reviews of progress of their program (chronosystem).

Stage Two: Implementation
Implement the Plan

We encourage program faculty to implement the training environment goals or “plan” that was
established in Stage One through ensuring that all of the ecological aspects identified are
intentionally implemented and infused throughout the training program. It is equally important
for the program faculty to also be mindful of the current dynamics happening within the
training environment and to be open and adaptive to change. For instance, while program
faculty make intentional efforts to infuse relevant and current (macrosystem and
chronosystem) materials into their classroom lectures and activities, they may learn from their
counseling trainees and the supervisors (mesosystem and exosystem) of a new and particular
training issue (e.g., the increased presence of social media being used by clients) that is causing
particular challenges in the training environment. Learning of these concerns, program faculty
should then research and implement new materials into their training curriculum to address the
trainees and supervisors’ latest concerns.

Informal Self-Evaluation
Throughout the academic term, program faculty should make regular and continuous efforts to
check in and assess their progress on the implementation of their training environment plan.

The process of self-evaluation does not need to be too complex or formal. Simply being aware
of the dynamics of the training environment and doing “check-ins” with the participants can be
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of great value (mesosystem). For instance, program faculty may want to consider periodically
using class time to solicit feedback from their trainees on topics such as the relevancy of
materials being covered, current issues and concerns that are being presented at their clinical
sites, and activities and lessons that they, the counseling trainees, hope to encounter during the
remainder of the term. It is also important to remember that the process of checking in with
participants is bi-directional in nature (mesosystem and exosystem). For instance, while
program faculty may solicit feedback from trainees and clinical supervisors, program faculty
should also be diligent in providing feedback to trainees and supervisors.

Stage Three: Formal Evaluation and Planning for the Future
End of Year Program Evaluation

At or near the conclusion of the academic year we recommend that programs conduct a
systematic program evaluation that re-visits their training environment goals and plan that they
established at the beginning of the year (chronosystem). This re-evaluation falls in line with
accreditation standards such as Section I.LAA of the 2009 CACREP standards that states
programs should engage in continuous systematic evaluation that assesses how their mission,
objectives, and learning outcomes are being met. For instance, program faculty should
consider asking themselves what progress has been made in terms of maintaining the originally
defined training environment goals and plan. Program faculty are also encouraged to measure
the progress of their program by way of including all of the participants in the training
environment. Progress can be measured both quantitatively and qualitatively through methods
such as surveys and working group meetings, respectively.

While many universities utilize course evaluations by trainees as a method to measure instructor
effectiveness, we recommend that programs also develop similar instruments that can be admin-
istered to all participants (e.g., program faculty, supervisors, administrators, and community
members) and allow each group of participants to provide their unique perspective on the progress
and status of the training environment. Programs are also encouraged to invite representatives from
the various participant groups to a “closing” working group meeting with the objective of
gathering qualitative feedback on the various efforts that were implemented and attempted in
achieving the desired training environment. Whereas the emphasis of the first working group
meeting in Stage One is on gathering ideas and establishing a unified “goal” of the desired training
environment, the focus of the closing meeting in this stage should be on understanding what has
worked for the program and what areas could use improvements for the program.

Plan and Prepare for the Future

Upon the completion of the closing meeting, we recommend that program faculty meet once
more and compile a final written report that summarizes the original goals that were identified
in Stage One, the progress made in achieving the goals, and the areas of the training program
environment that needs improvement. The purpose of this final written report is at least
twofold. First, having a final culminating report can serve as useful resource to faculty,
trainees, supervisors, administrators, and community members who may inquire on the status
of the training and the progress made in achieving the identified goals at the beginning of the
year. For instance, the report may highlight the specific actions and steps that the program
implemented in their pursuit of achieving a particular goal, while also highlighting the areas of
the training program that needs additional attention and support. The report also serves as a
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mechanism to ensure accountability within the counseling program (Astramovich and Coker
2007) as various stakeholders and participants will be able to better understand their roles and
how their contributions impacted the counseling program.

Second, as the systemic nature of our model suggests, the process of evaluating the training
environment through an ecological lens requires that programs go through a cylindrical cycle
in the evaluation process. Thus, the establishment of a final report can serve as the foundation
to the development and conceptualization of future goals for the counseling program’s desired
training environment. Just as the planning steps in Stage One focused on establishing the initial
training environment goals, this final report allows programs to have a “running start” in
modifying and establishing a new “training environment plan” for the future and upcoming
academic year. Therefore, upon the completion of this final stage, counseling programs will
now have an established “system” in place that they can implement and regularly modify.

Conclusion

The application of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1992) theory to the counseling training environ-
ment is just one attempt to provide an evaluation model designed to assist in the conceptual-
ization and assessment of counseling training environments. Certainly, other theories can be
applied and other models developed. In fact, other researchers (e.g., Darkenwald 1987; Fraser
and Treagust 1986; Moos 1974) have used other theories such as Moos’s (1974) theory on
social climate to conceptualize the learning environments of adults. However, in this article we
attempt to be potentially the first to offer a comprehensive conceptualization model that is
specific to the training environment of counselor preparation programs. Thus, we believe our
efforts in this paper serve as a solid first-step in beginning the discussion of focusing more
attention on the training environments of counselor preparation programs. It is our hope that
more scholarly work focusing on the theory and practice of counseling training will ensue, to
further benefit professional counseling and related disciplines as they continue to expand and
thrive in the current climate of multiculturalism in professional counseling training.
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