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We gathered data from counselor educators to study their experiences with emotionally 

charged exchanges while teaching multicultural counseling. We then used descriptive 

phenomenology and an ecological systems framework to reveal the emotions counselor 
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Introduction 

Multicultural counseling courses feature emotional engagement (Dickson, Argus-Calvo, & Tafoya, 

2010; Pernell-Arnold, Finley, Sands, Bourjolly, & Stanhope, 2012), unlike the emotional distance 

present in other academic fields in higher education (Yoon, Jérémie-Brink, & Kordesh, 2014). 

Multicultural counseling instructors might evoke strong emotions when they present sensitive 

topics, such as privilege and oppression (Burton & Furr, 2014; Toporek & Worthington, 2014). The 

emotionality can intensify as educators shape future counselors’ behaviors to include professional 

values (Ametrano, 2014; Francis & Dugger, 2014; Swank & Adcock, 2014). Counselors in training 

have experienced guilt, anger, and shame (Mindrup, Spray, & Lamberghini-West, 2011); anxiety and 

frustration (Toporek & Worthington, 2014); and disbelief and confusion (Warner, Phelps, Pittman, & 

Moore, 2013) during their multicultural counseling courses. Moreover, students have resisted 

accepting information they learned about themselves that was incongruent with their existing self-

identity (Howell, Gaither, & Ratliff, 2015) and have expressed their resistance by “projecting intense 

feelings, especially anger, onto the instructor” (Yoon et al., 2014, p. 364) and “punishing the 

educator” (Helms et al., 2003, p. 40). Hence, multicultural counseling educators have experienced 

emotionally charged exchanges (Burton & Furr, 2014), defined here as an escalation in emotional 

intensity during interactions with students.  

The emotionality common during multicultural counseling training has the potential to impact 

teacher–learner rapport, as evidenced by students harassing the teacher (Helms et al., 2003), 

complaining to authorities at the university, and providing a poor evaluation for a course (Reynolds, 

2011). The rapport between educators and students can affect teaching outcomes (Nixon et al., 2010) 

and student participation, recall, knowledge, and skills development (Frisby & Martin, 2010). 

Teaching effectiveness has been linked to students’ multicultural competence (Hill, Vereen, McNeal, 

& Stotesbury, 2013); thus, emotionally charged exchanges might affect counselor educators’ ability to 

foster their students’ multicultural counseling competence.  
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Despite the negative effects of emotional exchanges, there is a lack of research on counselor 

educators’ experiences with emotionally charged exchanges related to teaching multicultural 

counseling (Arredondo & Tovar-Blank, 2014; Pernell-Arnold et al., 2012), which indicated the need 

for an explorative study (Ponterotto, 2013). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to gain an 

understanding of counselor educators’ experiences with emotionally charged exchanges while 

teaching multicultural counseling. Based on this purpose, the research question was “What are 

counselor educators’ experiences with emotionally charged exchanges while teaching multicultural 

counseling?”  

Method  

We employed the descriptive phenomenological design (Giorgi, 2012) because the open-ended 

research question suggested the need for an inductive approach (Palinkas, 2014). With this design, 

researchers elicit descriptions from several individuals who have had an experience and locate the 

common elements in the descriptions, thereby providing an understanding of the lived experiences of 

a phenomenon (Giorgi, 2012). There are three procedures necessary to locate the common elements: 

(a) phenomenological reduction, (b) free imaginative variation, and (c) identifying the invariant 

aspect(s), which is also referred to as distilling the essence (Giorgi, as cited in Patton, 2014).  

The descriptive phenomenological approach allowed us to gain broader understanding of the 

experiences of participants while refraining from bias and researcher interpretation (Giorgi, Giorgi, 

& Morley, 2017). Further, it allowed for the addition of a framework to structure the findings: 

ecological systems theory. Due to its use by counseling programs, counselor educators, and clinicians 

(Rogers, Gilbride, & Dew, 2018), this framework had the potential to provide a practical context to 

disseminate the findings of this study (Reiners, 2012). Moreover, such contextualization is noted as a 

“core foundation of multicultural research” (Suarez-Balcazar, Balcazar, Garcia Ramirez, & Taylor-

Ritzler (2014, p. 535).  

Ecological Systems Theory  

Ecological systems theory enhances the understanding of the intersecting influences in complicated 

social experiences because, according to Bronfenbrenner (2000), all the contexts in which an 

individual exists are formative and require consideration. Ecological systems theory has been used 

as a framework in previous studies (e.g., Hooper, Wright, & Burnham, 2012; Singer & Tummala-

Narra, 2013) and, based on the complexities anticipated in counselor educators’ experiences with 

emotionally charged exchanges while teaching multicultural counseling, we incorporated this theory 

to organize the data in this study. Bronfenbrenner introduced a model for ecological systems theory 

in the late 1970s, which was an elaboration on Lewin’s theory of human behavior (Bronfenbrenner, 

1977). Additionally, an adaptation of ecological systems theory has been applied to clinical 

treatment, referred to as the ecological systems perspective (Cook, Heppner, & O’Brien, 2002). 

According to the ecological systems perspective, environmental and individual factors impact 

behaviors, behaviors result from reciprocal interactions between and among individuals and their 

environments, and meaning making influences behaviors (Cook, 2012). In his ecological systems 

model, Bronfenbrenner (2000) conceptualized contexts that are influential in a person’s life as layers 

surrounding the individual. In an adaptation of ecological systems theory, Williams, McMahon, and 

Goodman (2015) have conceptualized the components in an ecological system as satellites revolving 

around an individual at the center.  

In Bronfenbrenner’s (1995) nested layers, the layer closest to an individual is known as the 

microsystem, which consists of the relationships and places in which a person directly participates 

(e.g., relationships with colleagues at work, family at home, or friends at a social spot). The next 

layer is the mesosystem, which consists of the different relationships in the microsystem that become 
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interrelated (Hooper et al., 2012). For example, discord in a counselor educator’s home might affect 

how that counselor educator interacts with students in the classroom, linking an educator’s family 

and students. The next layer is the exosystem, which consists of entities that affect an individual 

without directly interacting with them (Bronfenbrenner, 1995). The American Counseling 

Association and Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs 

(CACREP) are examples of entities in a counselor educator’s exosystem because counselor educators 

follow their policies and guidelines. The macrosystem is the most distal layer, consisting of the 

patterns formed by social and institutional entities (Bronfenbrenner, 1995) and can impact people 

even without their input into the system (Hooper et al., 2012). An example the macrosystem’s impact 

on counselor educators is that institutionalized biases can affect a classroom.  

Ecological systems theory has evolved over time (Bronfenbrenner, 1986, 1995, 2000). After he first 

conceived his theory, Bronfenbrenner (1995) added a component referred to as the chronosystem, 

which encompasses transitions and cumulative effects. As explained later by Darling (2007), the 

person at the center also must be considered an entity of an ecological system. According to Giorgi 

(2012), human “consciousness is basically a medium between a person and the world” (p. 9), serving 

as a link between the individual layer and the remaining five layers in a person’s ecological system. 

Thus, there are currently six components in an ecological system.  

Research Procedures  

Role of the Researchers  
Researchers are the instruments in qualitative methods (Ponterotto, 2013). In phenomenological 

research, researchers must recognize preconceived notions about the phenomenon under 

investigation and engage in bracketing to suspend these thoughts and view data from an objective 

perspective (Englander, 2012; Giorgi et al., 2017). The primary investigator (PI) for this study was a 

female doctoral student in a counselor education and supervision program. The secondary 

investigator was a female counselor educator in a CACREP-accredited doctoral program. The PI 

completed the bracketing, interviews, and data analysis: Thus, the PI served in the role of an 

observer–participant. The secondary researcher provided feedback and triangulation of the data 

findings, acting in the role of cocreator in collaboration with the PI and participants.  

Data Collection  
The PI obtained institutional review board approval and used criterion and snowball sampling to 

locate a purposeful sample (Patton, 2014). The selection criteria included that the participants (a) 

had taught multicultural counseling at CACREP-accredited counselor education programs in the 

United States, (b) had taught multicultural counseling for a minimum of 1 year, (c) had taught 

multicultural counseling in the past year, and (d) had experienced emotionally charged exchanges 

while teaching multicultural counseling. Participants were located by calling counselor educators 

who had volunteered unsolicited assistance at professional conferences, screening them according to 

inclusion criteria, extending an invitation to participate to those who met the inclusion criteria, and 

obtaining referrals from participants.  

Participants were recruited one at a time until saturation and redundancy were achieved (Patton, 

2014) on the fourth interview. All the participants were women. One participant was Asian Indian, 

one was African American, and two were of Northern European descent. One participant was from 

the Northeast United States, and three were from the Midwest. The ages of the participants ranged 

between 31 and 60. All the participants considered themselves typically able and had graduated 

from CACREP-accredited counselor education and supervision programs. Three had a Doctor of 

Philosophy degree, and one had a Doctor of Education degree.  
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The participants’ natural surroundings were the setting for each individual 90-min semistructured 

phone interview (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003) that elicited responses to nine open-ended questions 

(Englander, 2012) contained in an interview protocol, as well as several demographic questions 

(Rudestam & Newton, 2015). The interview questions focused on the contexts of counselor educators’ 

experiences with the phenomenon of interest and on what happened during those experiences 

(Ponterotto, 2013). The interview protocol was developed by reviewing interview questions used in 

previous studies of similar topics (Janesick, 2011). Prior to the interview, the participants provided 

informed consent to participate (American Counseling Association, 2014).  

The participants expressed themselves freely during the interviews, no interviews ended 

prematurely, and no participants requested referral for postinterview support. The interviews were 

digitally recorded, and each recording was played to obtain a sense of the content (Giorgi & Giorgi, 

2003) before they were replayed and transcribed verbatim (Giorgi, 2012). All the data acquired from 

this study, except extraneous data, were described and reported accurately, and credit for the data 

belongs to the individuals who contributed to the study (Ponterotto, 2013).  

Data Analysis  
The PI conducted data analysis by hand, following the directions for descriptive phenomenology that 

were provided by Giorgi (2012). During phenomenological reduction, the PI set biases aside through 

bracketing, read the transcripts, identified meaning units, grouped similar meaning units together 

into parts, and assigned descriptive labels to the parts (Giorgi, 2012). Four hundred meaning units 

were derived from the four transcripts, and organization resulted in 68 parts. During free 

imaginative variation, the groups were aggregated more generally into 17 clusters and labeled 

(Giorgi, 2012). The clusters were further categorized by types (Miles, Huberman, & Saldena, 2014), 

including the types of emotionally charged exchanges that the participants described, and the types 

of contexts in which the participants’ had experiences. The ecological systems perspective (Cook, 

2012) was used to delineate the types of contexts and organize emergent themes. Grouping the data 

by types resulted in seven themes, which reflected the invariant aspects of the participants’ 

experiences, and descriptions of the participants’ shared experiences were composed for each theme 

(Giorgi, 2012). The PI constructed the essence of the participants’ experiences from these 

descriptions, including what the participants experienced (i.e., the textual description) and how they 

experienced it (i.e., the structural description; Ponterotto, 2013).  

Trustworthiness 
We employed several strategies to support the trustworthiness of this investigation. To ensure 

dependability, the PI maintained detailed records for the decisions made during data analysis. For 

confirmability, the PI prepared a detailed plan for the study, followed all the protocols established in 

the institutional review board application, and maintained fidelity to the descriptive 

phenomenological method. For credibility, the PI obtained rich, thick descriptions and adapted the 

interview protocol after each interview to gain more detail. Further, the scope of the clusters, 

themes, and essence was confined to the data the participants provided. For transferability, the PI 

and secondary investigator triangulated sources of the data (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 2011), 

including from participant descriptions, researcher notes and intuition (Giorgi, 2012), and data from 

the literature that corroborated or conflicted with the findings (Patton, 2014). The PI implemented a 

system to find segments of text from the transcripts and analysis log to manage the data obtained 

from participant descriptions, and the invariant aspects (i.e., the essence) were derived from 

descriptions common to all participants.  

Results  

All of Bronfenbrenner’s (2000) ecological layers were reflected in the seven themes that emerged 

from the data analysis: (a) participants’ influences on the experiences (the individual at the center), 
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(b) troubling emotions experienced (the microsystem), (c) pleasant emotions experienced (the 

microsystem), (d) mixed emotions experienced (the chronosystem), (e) influence of additional 

counselor educator roles on the experiences (the mesosystem), (f) influence of the course on the 

experiences (the exosystem), and (g) outcomes experienced (the macrosystem). Although the themes 

and layers of the participants’ ecological system are listed as discrete entities, because the levels of 

an ecological system affect one another reciprocally and bidirectionally (Cook, 2012), additional 

ecological layers might also be relevant to the themes.  

Ecological Level: The Individual at the Center  

The first theme, participants’ influences on the experiences, primarily reflected the individual(s) at 

the center of the ecological system.  

Theme 1: Participants’ Influence on the Experiences 
The participants all considered themselves the initiators of emotionally charged exchanges (e.g., “I 

poke the bear”) and described evoking their students’ emotions during multicultural counseling 

courses (e.g., “I want them to feel, to experience this viscerally”). All the participants also recognized 

that their personal attributes contributed to their experiences of the exchanges: “My experiences 

shape how I perceive things.”  

All the participants’ experiences were impacted by their commitment to teaching the course (e.g., “I 

literally cannot stop thinking the night before about the class”), as well as their expectancy about 

student development during the course (e.g., “[I explain that] it’s important that you do ethical 

competent work with your clients”). The commitment and expectancy reflected a sense of purpose 

about teaching multicultural counseling (e.g., “I do believe that helping other people heal, for me, is 

an expression of spiritual wholeness”).  

Ecological Level: The Microsystem  

Bronfenbrenner’s (2000) microsystem was reflected in participants’ experiences immediately before 

and after a peak moment of an emotionally charged exchange between and among students. The 

participants described experiencing both troubling and pleasant emotions at this level, which were 

the second (troubling emotions experienced) and third (pleasant emotions experienced) themes that 

emerged in the analysis of the data.  

Theme 2: Troubling Emotions Experienced 
All the participants described feeling scrutinized (e.g., “Everyone is looking at me and waiting for me 

to respond and see how I’m going to act”). All also described feeling inadequate (e.g., “I did not 

handle that well at all”) at the time of an exchange. The intensity of the emotions during these 

experiences varied (from mild to strong), and the participants described openly expressing these 

emotions or keeping them private.  

Theme 3: Pleasant Emotions Experienced 
The participants did not directly associate pleasant emotions with emotionally charged exchanges, 

but described them indirectly. All the participants felt enjoyment (e.g., “I enjoy my work with the 

students”) and compassion (e.g., “I need to strive to understand their narrative, their experiences”). 

They also all described experiencing an overarching sense of fulfillment: “I know that I’m doing what 

I’m supposed to do.”  

Ecological Level: The Chronosystem  

The participants described experiencing residual emotions after the peak of an emotionally charged 

exchange, which represented the chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2000). This resulted in 



Milan & Bridges, 2019 
 

 
Journal of Educational Research and Practice   239 

experiencing a combination of residual and current emotions, or mixed emotions, which was the 

fourth theme.  

Theme 4: Mixed Emotions Experienced 
After having an emotionally charged exchange, all the participants described feeling tense during 

future multicultural counseling classes (e.g., “Anything I say incorrectly in their eyes, who knew the 

ramifications of that?”). Mixed emotions were prominent because once a participant had a troubling 

exchange, the memory of it lasted indefinitely while teaching the course in the future. As an example 

of mixed emotions, one participant stated, “It’s also very exciting for me. . . So, along with the 

anxiety, there is excitement.” All the participants also noted how earlier life experiences impacted 

their current experiences (e.g., “My own emotional reality early on was evident in my own emotional 

reaction to that exercise that brought tears to certain students, and my ignoring that and not 

attending to that was clearly connected to avoidance of highly emotional exchanges”).  

Ecological Level: The Mesosystem  

Counselor educators’ scholarly functions outside of teaching multicultural counseling are part of 

their mesosystem. The participants in this investigation shared that their roles in these functions, 

which comprises the fifth theme, interacted with their experiences of emotionally charged exchanges.  

Theme 5: Impact of Additional Roles on the Experiences 
The participants’ experiences of emotionally charged exchanges related to teaching multicultural 

counseling occurred within the context of teaching other courses and carrying out a range of 

additional scholarly functions, as shown by a participant’s remark: “It is a way to include all of my 

interests in practice, study, and scholarship, and then being able to convey my interest, and passion, 

and knowledge to preparing future practitioners.” Although the participants had divergent reasons 

for becoming a counselor educator as well as for teaching multicultural counseling, they all had a 

sense of satisfaction with their counselor educator role, as reflected in a participant’s statement: “I 

can’t imagine a career that is more exciting, more meaningful.” Reflective of the reciprocal 

interactions in ecological systems theory (Cook, 2012), the majority of the participants also described 

the impact of their multicultural educator role on relations with their colleagues (e.g., “There’s a 

little bit of a tension with others because they know you’re teaching that course”) and on infusing 

multicultural counseling in other courses (“I’m very intentional, making sure it’s infused in whatever 

I teach”).  

Ecological Level: The Exosystem  

The sixth theme uncovered in data analysis, impact of the course on the participants’ experiences, 

reflected exosystem influences because so many aspects of the course are determined without the 

participants’ input. Institutional administrators who make decisions about student admissions and 

retention, tuition, and classroom environments are an example of entities in a counselor educator’s 

exosystem.  

Theme 6: Impact of the Course on the Experiences 
The participants considered the course challenging to teach (e.g., “Teaching multicultural counseling 

is challenging, and it challenges me to the core every time”), with the course topics, processes, and 

classroom circumstances relevant to how the participants experienced emotionally charged 

exchanges (e.g., “I’ve been teaching it for so long, and every time it’s different because ... in terms of 

who is in the room changes and shapes so much”). Concerning course processes, all the participants 

considered establishing trust necessary but difficult (e.g., “I have to work much harder to gain their 

trust”). The participants also considered openness with students essential and it was one of the ways 

that they developed trust. In particular, the participants were open about mistakes they had made, 
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so students might feel less threatened if they made mistakes. For example, a participant shared, “I 

have to be very explicit about my own multicultural journey … I talk about the mistakes I have 

made.”  

Ecological Level: The Macrosystem  

The participants reflected the influence of the macrosystem (e.g., promoting social justice and 

advocacy) in their descriptions of the outcomes from emotionally charged exchanges, which 

comprised the seventh theme revealed during data analysis.  

Theme 7: Outcomes Experienced 
The participants expressed that teaching multicultural counseling was more than an academic 

endeavor to them (e.g., “With every class, I put my soul on the line”). Accordingly, they strived to 

transform emotionally charged exchanges into teachable moments: “The worst experience of the 

class became a really good one for them.” The participants also developed themselves so that they 

were better equipped to respond in the future (e.g., “Teaching a multicultural counseling course and 

having difficult conversations is one of the main places where my growth happens”).  

Essence  

The participants experienced troubling and pleasant emotions associated with emotionally charged 

exchanges. The emotions occurred immediately and residually, ranged from mild to strong in 

intensity, and were intertwined with the emotional undercurrents involved in teaching the course. 

The participants learned and were inspired to develop after experiencing emotionally charged 

exchanges, and they felt fulfilled overall by teaching multicultural counseling,  

Discussion  

The experiences of the counselor educators who participated in this study were complicated by 

multiple layers of emotionality that transcended time. The ecological systems lens captured the 

reciprocal influences of the undercurrents (e.g., expectancy and commitment), peak moments (e.g., 

scrutinized and inadequate), residual aftereffects (e.g., tension), and overarching emotions (e.g., 

fulfillment) on participants’ experiences. Although the troubling aspects of the participants’ 

experiences were of interest, mitigating influences were also evident, including enjoyment of positive 

interactions with students, reward from meeting ethical and teaching standards, esteem from 

actualizing a vital purpose, and the overarching sense of fulfillment from the growth that they 

achieved through teaching multicultural counseling, with that growth often spurred by the need to 

transform troubling exchanges into teachable moments. In sum, there was not a time during which 

participants were not experiencing the emotions associated with emotionally charged exchanges 

related to teaching multicultural counseling.  

Implications for Practice  

Previous findings indicated that counselor educators experienced discomfort while teaching 

multicultural counseling (Reynolds, 2011) and teaching multicultural counseling is more difficult 

than teaching other courses (Yoon et al., 2014). The results from this study confirm and extend these 

findings, which can inform the doctoral level curriculum in counselor education and supervision 

programs, as well as practicing counselor educators’ pedagogy, to better enable students’ 

multicultural counseling competence. This might lead to improved treatment for a diverse range of 

clients and reduce treatment disparities. The results also could initiate conversations among legal, 

credentialing, regulatory, professional, and teaching–learning institutions concerning relevant 

institutional values, cultures, policies, and structures.  
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Types and Scope of Discomfort 
The participants described the nature of the discomfort counselor educators might experience (e.g., 

feeling scrutinized, inadequate, and tense) as well as the scope of discomfort (e.g., immediately 

proximal to and residually after an exchange). Predicting that a problem might occur is a protective 

strategy (Toporek & Worthington, 2014). The findings from this study enable counselor educators to 

predict the kind and duration of discomfort they might experience and, potentially, to protect 

themselves from effects of emotionally charged exchanges. Developing a plan to address known 

challenges is an effective coping strategy (Toporek & Worthington, 2014). Counselor educators can 

evaluate themselves and plan for skills development (Burton & Furr, 2014). For example, counselor 

educators can self-assess using the Multicultural Teaching Competencies Inventory (Prieto, 2012), 

and determine what training they need. This planning can contribute to multicultural counseling 

educators’ success, as the participants’ in this study noted that their experiences were shaped by how 

they responded to emotionally charged exchanges.  

Sources of Difficulty 
The participants in this study found that teaching multicultural counseling was burdensome, which 

confirmed previous studies suggesting that the content and processes involved in teaching 

multicultural counseling were a source of difficulty (Reynolds, 2011; Yoon et al., 2014). This study 

indicated how teaching multicultural counseling might be more difficult: The participants described 

engaging on a deep emotional level with their students through disclosure about their personal 

identity development, including the mistakes they had made. While modeling sensitive self-

disclosure can enhance multicultural counseling instruction (Nixon et al., 2010; Reynolds, 2011) and 

reduce student apprehension (Goodboy, Bolkan, Myers, & Zhao, 2011), this study uncovered that the 

disclosure also impacts educators. Policies and strategies at the program and institutional levels can 

address the burden of multicultural counseling educators. For example, due to issues related to 

power and oppression that are relevant to the course (Goodrich & Shin, 2013), the teaching role 

might need to be separated from the evaluator role in multicultural counseling education. 

Additionally, due to the influence of students’ varying developmental levels (e.g., regarding their 

capacity for self-exploration, openness to be challenged, and desire to learn; Helms et al., 2003; 

Warner et al., 2013; Yoon et al., 2014), the position of the course in the curriculum might need 

consideration, such as offering it during the provisional student admission period when full 

admission is contingent on students’ performance in the course. Without needed supports, counselor 

educators may avoid teaching multicultural counseling (Sue, Rivera, Capodilupo, Lin, & Torino, 

2010), “water down” (Yoon et al., 2014, p. 364) the challenging aspects of the course, avoid the 

discussions with the potential to lead to emotionally charged exchanges (Burton & Furr, 2014), or 

ignore conflict if it occurs (Sue et al., 2010).  

Limitations  

The study relied on participants’ subjective recollections, which might have differed from the actual 

events they recalled (Giorgi, 2012). The participants also might have intentionally altered details of 

the experiences that they shared such as withholding their actual views or slanting the information 

that they provided to appear in a more favorable light (Krumpal, 2013). Thus, there may be 

inaccuracies in the data collected. Additionally, we might have misunderstood participants’ views 

and subjectively coded and categorized the data (Giorgi, 2012), which could have created 

inaccuracies in the data analysis.  

Recommendations for Further Study  

This topic warrants further investigation such as confirming the findings through a survey study 

with a greater number of participants. The current findings also might be extended by further study 

of the various emotional experiences that the participants described. For example, a study on the 
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ongoing tension the participants described might investigate whether multicultural counseling 

educators’ uncertainty about institutional supports correlates with the tension they feel.  

Conclusion  

Although the literature had established that teaching multicultural counseling might evoke strong 

student emotions, this study revealed that it also might evoke strong counselor educator emotions: 

The ecological systems perspective revealed a complex array of counselor educator emotions across 

social contexts. In summary, the participants experienced preparing future counselors to be 

multiculturally competent as more difficult than teaching other courses, yet more rewarding. 

Uncovering this lived experience has established a basis for further conversation and study.  
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