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Forty-five counselor educators and 62 master’s-level counseling

students were surveyed to compare faculty members’ perceptions

of trainee competence with students’ own views. As anticipated,

students reported higher deficiency rates than did their faculty.

Combined with the intervention rates reported by corresponding

faculty, students’ reports suggested that as many as 21% of their

peers may be professionally deficient and that the majority of these

may progress through their training without remediation. Together

with students’ anticipated reactions to their own identification for

remediation or dismissal, these findings underscore the importance

of implementing effective procedures for reviewing the professional

fitness of counselors-in-training.

A great deal of recent literature has explored the prevalence of professionally

deficient trainees in mental health training programs,

that is, trainees thought to be poorly or marginally suited for the

field due to interpersonal, emotional, skills-based, or other professional

fitness reasons (e.g., Baldo, Softas-Nall, & Shaw, 1997; Gaubatz

& Vera, 2002a; Gizara & Forrest, 2004; Hensley, Smith, & Thompson,

2003; Huprich & Rudd, 2004; Oliver, Bernstein, Anderson, Blashfield,

& Roberts, 2004; Procidano, Busch-Rossnagel, Reznikoff, & Geisinger,

1995; Schoener, 1999; Vacha-Haase, Davenport, & Kerewsky, 2004).

Such trainees, once thought to constitute between 4% and 5% of

students enrolled in master’s- and doctoral-level programs, may be

more prevalent than previously realized. Whereas previous reports

of student deficiency included only those students identified for

remediation or dismissal each year, the inclusion of unremediated

students in estimates of student deficiency suggests that, according

to their faculty, as many as 10% of trainees in master’s-level

programs may be poorly or marginally suited for clinical work

(Gaubatz & Vera, 2002a).

Despite the ubiquity of research into this topic, a significant

gap remains relatively unexplored: the views of students themselves.

As Forrest, Elman, Gizara, and Vacha-Haase (1999) suggested,

because students interact in multiple contexts, they may

observe facets of their peers’ behavior that remain opaque to

their faculty. Students’ perceptions of their peers thus could

either confirm or rebut their faculty members’ reports. In addi-
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tion, students’ views might inform the design of more effective trainee

gatekeeping interventions.

To date, only two studies, a 1991 investigation by Mearns and

Allen and a 2004 multiauthored study (Oliver et al., 2004), have

explored this perspective, neither of which included the views of

counseling trainees. Surveying 73 clinical psychology students and

their faculty, Mearns and Allen found that 95% of students reported

they were aware of impaired trainees among their peers. Whereas

Mearns and Allen reported that 42% of students had confronted

such peers themselves, they did not assess whether students’ perceptions

matched those of their faculty or whether the deficient

peers they observed were eventually remediated or dismissed by

their programs. Similarly, by combining a qualitative survey with

two questions similar to those used in early components of the

current investigation (Gaubatz & Vera, 2002a, 2002b), Oliver et al.

found that students in doctoral clinical psychology programs “commonly

reported frustration with and concern for impaired colleagues”

(p. 141), in part because they thought their programs were doing

too little to intervene with these colleagues. Matching preliminary

analyses of the present findings, Oliver et al. found that students’

estimates of deficiency among their peers was “quite high” (approximately

12% of their peers; p. 143), although the exploratory nature

of their design precluded them from comparing students’ views with

those of faculty in corresponding programs.

As these studies highlight, students’ views of their peers’ fitness

is an aspect of professional gatekeeping in mental health training

programs that is ripe for investigation. As Forrest et al. (1999) observed,

“much more research is needed to better understand the

accuracy and misconceptions [of the views] faculty and students

hold of each other when it comes to . . . impaired trainees” (p. 677).

By broadening Mearns and Allen’s (1991) and Oliver et al.’s (2004)

investigations to permit comparisons between the views of students

and faculty members in corresponding counselor training programs

and by exploring relationships of discrepancies between these views

and programs’ use of formalized gatekeeping procedures, the present

study was intended to contribute to this task.

The purpose of this study was to compare counselor education

students’ and faculty members’ perceptions of trainee deficiency

and to learn how effectively deficient trainees are identified and

remediated across programs. As a follow-up to an investigation of

the effectiveness of formalized gatekeeping policies in identifying

and remediating deficient counseling trainees (Gaubatz & Vera,

2002a), we surveyed counselor educators and 2nd-year master’slevel

students in counseling programs nationwide about trainee

deficiency and remediation in their programs. Four research questions

were explored:

1. Do master’s-level trainees perceive more of their peers to be

professionally deficient than do their faculty?
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2. What proportion of trainees thought to be deficient by faculty

and students receive remediation before graduating from their

training programs?

3. Do students’ and faculty members’ perceptions of trainee deficiency

and gatekeeping vary across program attributes, such

as Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational

Programs (CACREP; 2001) accreditation, enrollment

size, employment of full-time versus adjunct faculty, and use

of formalized student fitness review procedures?

4. How do students report they might respond to their own possible

identification for professional fitness remediation or dismissal?

Method

Formalized trainee fitness review procedures are intended both to

reduce the rates at which deficient students are admitted into training

programs and to improve the rates at which such students, when

admitted, are successfully remediated (or if necessary, dismissed)

before their graduation. The present study addressed both sides

of this coin. First, we asked counseling faculty members and their

trainees to estimate the prevalence of professionally deficient students,

both remediated and unremediated, in their programs overall.

By combining these estimates with faculty members’ reports (in

corresponding programs) about the proportions of students in their

programs who have been remediated or dismissed, we derived estimates

of the prevalence of “gateslipping” students, that is, those

with whom no remediation, dismissal, or other follow-up actions

were taken (cf. Gaubatz & Vera, 2002a).

To explore our research questions, we sent packets containing a

cover letter, informed consent sheet, and multi-item survey to the

training directors of 74 community and mental health counseling

programs (randomly selected from a nationwide list; cf. Hollis &

Dodson, 2002) to distribute to their faculty members and 2nd-year

master’s-level counseling students. Forty-five of the 83 faculty

members (54%) who received packets and 62 of the 107 students

who received packets (58%) responded to the survey. Thirty of the

74 programs to which packets were sent (41%) participated in the

study, including 12 (40%) CACREP-accredited and 18 (60%) non-

CACREP-accredited programs. Thirty percent of these programs

were in the Northeast, 20% were in the Midwest, 27% were in the

South, and 23% were in the West.

Participants completed a survey instrument that we designed to

assess their views of the prevalence of deficient trainees in their

programs as well as their perceptions of several issues hypothesized

to underlie their programs’ gatekeeping practices. Questionnaire

items were based on previously published studies (e.g., Bradey

& Post, 1991; Olkin & Gaughen, 1991) and revised for clarity and

construct relevance after reviews by a pilot group of approximately

20 master’s-level counseling students and faculty. Of the 16 selfreport

items in the faculty questionnaire, 4 elicited participants’
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views of trainee fitness, and 8 elicited participants’ views of their

programs’ gatekeeping procedures, including the degree to which

their programs used formalized procedures to review their students’

professional fitness (see Appendix A). Of the 7 items in the student

questionnaire, 3 elicited participants’ views of trainee fitness, and

3 elicited both their estimated risk of facing remediation or dismissal

themselves and the actions they might take if they were so

identified (see Appendix B).

Questionnaires were coded so that faculty members’ responses

could be compared with those of students within corresponding

programs and so that published program-level data, including accreditation

status and enrollment size, could be collated with both

groups’ responses (cf. Hollis & Dodson, 2002). In addition, completed

questionnaires were inspected to ensure that each participant

responded only once to the survey.

Results

Student and Faculty Estimates of Trainee Deficiency

Ninety-eight percent of faculty responding to the survey indicated

they were aware of professionally deficient trainees in their programs,

which was comparable to findings by previous investigators

in counseling programs (e.g., Olkin & Gaughen, 1991). As a

whole, faculty estimated that approximately 8.9% of their master’slevel

students were deficient (i.e., poorly or marginally suited for

professional work; see Appendix A). They also reported that their

programs had intervened with roughly two thirds of these students,

or approximately 5.8% of all enrolled trainees. These figures are

comparable with findings from previous studies that suggest between

4% and 5% of students in master’s programs are identified

for remediation or dismissal each year (Boxley, Drew, & Rangel,

1986; Bradey & Post, 1991; Forrest et al., 1999) and with recent

research that found faculty-estimated deficiency rates, including

students not actually remediated or dismissed, to be between 7%

and 13% of all enrolled trainees (Gaubatz & Vera, 2002a). Although

faculty in CACREP-accredited programs reported fewer of their students

to be deficient compared with faculty in nonaccredited programs

(7.6% vs. 9.9%), this difference was not statistically significant

(t = 0.86, p > .20).

Ninety percent of students responding to the survey indicated

they were aware of deficient trainees in their programs, a proportion

comparable to Mearns and Allen’s (1991) findings among clinical

psychology trainees. Compared with their faculty, responding students

reported markedly higher estimates of trainee deficiency in

their programs, estimating that approximately 21.5% of their peers

were deficient (t = 5.60, p < .0001). Compared with students in

nonaccredited programs, students in CACREP-accredited programs

estimated fewer of their peers to be deficient (18% vs. 25%; t =

1.87, p < .04).
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Students’ and Faculty Members’ Perceptions of Their Programs’

Gatekeeping Practices

To learn how effectively programs intervened with trainees thought

to be deficient, we compared faculty- and student-estimated deficiency

rates with the intervention rates reported by faculty in corresponding

programs. This comparison produced a floor estimate of

trainee gateslipping, that is, the rate at which potentially deficient

trainees in a given program may advance through their training

without remediation.

Whereas faculty members’ responses suggested that 2.8% of

master’s-level trainees gateslipped through their programs, students’

responses (combined with the intervention rates reported

by their program faculty) suggested that 17.9% of enrolled trainees

may have met this description. These faculty- and studentderived

gateslipping estimates differed significantly (t = 7.90, p <

.0001; see Figure 1).

Program-Level Characteristics Associated With More Effective

Gatekeeping Outcomes

Neither faculty- nor student-derived gateslipping rates were found to

vary across programs as a function of their enrollment size (r = .02,

FIGURE 1

Faculty- and Student-Estimated Rates of Trainee Deficiency

and Gateslipping

Note. Gateslipping = no remediation, dismissal, or follow-up actions were taken.

Trainee Deficiency & Gateslipping Rates

in Master’s Counseling Programs
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p > .45 and r = .17, p > .18, respectively). However, both rates were lower

among accredited than nonaccredited programs (t = 2.60, p < .006 and

t = 2.26, p < .015, respectively), and among programs reported by their

faculty to use more formalized student review procedures (r = .28,

p < .04 and r = .38, p < .01, respectively). It is important that this

latter relationship (between gatekeeping outcomes and the use of

formalized review procedures) was not moderated by programs’

accreditation status or their employment of full-time versus parttime

faculty. This suggests that formalized review procedures may

lead to reductions in gateslipping rates even among unaccredited

and thinly staffed programs.

In addition, although faculty-derived gateslipping rates were not

found to vary with programs’ employment of full-time versus adjunct

faculty (r = .13, p > .21), student-derived gateslipping rates

were found to do so markedly (r = .44, p < .005). This may be due in

part to faculty and student perceptions of trainee deficiency in the

first place: Whereas faculty estimates of deficiency rates showed

no relationship with programs’ full-time staffing levels (r = .08, p > .60),

students’ estimates did (r = .28, p < .05). These discrepancies suggest

that students in understaffed training programs (i.e., programs

that rely more heavily on part-time faculty) may be more aware of

deficiency among their peers than are their faculty.

Students’ Anticipated Reactions to Their Own Remediation

or Dismissal

In addition to soliciting trainees’ views of deficiency among their

peers, participating trainees were asked to indicate, on an ordinal

scale, the likelihood that they would pursue various courses of

action if they themselves were identified for professional fitness

remediation or dismissal. Participants estimated their own chances

of facing such actions at a modal level of between 1% and 3%, with

individual estimates ranging from a low of less than 1% to a high

of between 5% and 10% risk of being identified for remediation.

It is interesting that whereas only 2% of students reported they

would consider pursuing legal actions against their program if they

were identified for remediation, nearly 22% indicated they would

do so if they were targeted for dismissal from their programs. In

addition, although most students (97%) reported they would follow

their programs’ recommendations if they were asked to participate

in professional fitness remediation, a surprising 43% reported

they would attempt to re-enroll in a different counseling program

if they were dismissed from their programs altogether.

Discussion and Implications

Limitations

Two potential response biases and one key methodological limitation

should be highlighted before considering the present findings.

First, participant nonresponses at the program level of our sample
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may have introduced a bias into our data: Training directors who

were more cognizant of student deficiency issues may have participated

disproportionately in the study, distributing the packets,

in turn, to students and faculty in programs favored by better

developed gatekeeping policies. As a result of such a bias, faculty

and student participants in this study may have reported lower

rates of trainee deficiency than exist among programs using less

formalized gatekeeping procedures (Forrest et al., 1999). Although

this concern is mitigated by the alignment of the present findings

with previously published data (Gaubatz & Vera, 2002a), it remains

possible that student deficiency rates in master’s-level programs

may be higher than those reported in the present data.

A second limitation emerged at the faculty and student response

level, in which 54% of faculty and 58% of students receiving packets

chose to participate in the study. Combined with the potentially

biased distribution of packets to students by program directors

(although requested to be random), students and faculty more cognizant

of gatekeeping concerns may have elected to complete the

questionnaires. Such a bias, especially among students, may have

distorted the present findings in either of two directions: either (a)

participating students and faculty may have judged the fitness of

trainees more severely than warranted, overstating true trainee

deficiency rates in master’s-level programs, or (b) participating “betterfit”

students may have been more familiar with similarly fit peers

and therefore likely to understate true trainee deficiency rates in

their programs. Future research to investigate how students understand

professional fitness and deficiency among their peers would

help clarify these concerns.

Finally, a key methodological limitation in this study may compromise

the present finding of an association between programs’

use of formalized gatekeeping strategies and their gatekeeping

effectiveness. Building on Mearns and Allen’s (1991) work and recent

writing about programs’ use of formalized student review procedures,

we asked faculty members to report their own programs’

use of formalized procedures on a single-item, multistep scale (see

Appendix A). Although this strategy contributed to a preliminary

understanding of the effect of formalized procedures on programs’

interventions with deficient trainees, future research should more

specifically operationalize these procedures to learn which specific

strategies (e.g., intake interviews, oral comprehensive exams,

provisional student admissions) are most associated with better

gatekeeping outcomes.

Together, these limitations highlight the present study’s exploratory

nature. Despite these limitations, however, several threads

may be traced within our data that might help counselor educators

and researchers refine the policies and procedures by which

their programs can best intervene with questionably fit students.

First, although consistent with previously published data (Gaubatz

& Vera, 2002a), the finding that counselor educators viewed as
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many as 9% of their enrolled master’s-level students to be questionably

suited for counseling work underscores many counselor

educators’ concerns about professional training programs’

gatekeeping efforts. Even greater concerns are raised by the finding

that students themselves perceive approximately 21% of their peers

to be deficient, more than twice the proportion of students thought

to be deficient by their faculty. This figure is even higher than recent

estimates reported by students in doctoral clinical psychology

programs (Oliver et al., 2004); although, consistent with the latter

group’s enrollment in American Psychological Association-approved

programs, CACREP-accredited programs in the current study fared

better than their non-CACREP counterparts, with CACREP-program

students estimating 18% (vs. 25%) of their peers to be deficient.

These data suggest that either students are more keenly aware

of deficiency among their peers than their faculty are or they simply

are more judgmental of their peers’ professional fitness. Although

the former possibility is obviously troublesome in that

deficient trainees may be more prevalent in counseling training

programs than previously realized, the second possibility, that students

may be overly judgmental of their peers’ fitness, also raises

concerns. Even if their concerns about their peers are overdrawn,

students who come to believe that significant numbers of their

deficient peers are overlooked or ignored by their training programs

may doubt the efficacy of licensed counselors or, more insidiously,

discount the importance of a counselor’s personal and interpersonal

well-being to her or his professional work.

In nonaccredited and less well-staffed programs, especially, these

concerns are amplified by the discrepancy between trainees’ and

faculty members’ estimates of the rates at which deficient students

are permitted to progress through their training without intervention.

Whereas the reports of counselor educators participating

in this study suggest that such gateslipping trainees constitute

fewer than 3% of all enrolled students, students’ own reports (coupled

with the intervention rates reported by their faculty) suggest they

may constitute as many as 18% of trainees (Appendix A).

This is arguably the most significant finding of this study. Amplifying

a concern highlighted in previous research that found faculty

members acknowledge that deficient students often graduate

unremediated from their programs (Gaubatz & Vera, 2002a), trainees’

estimates in the present study suggest the magnitude of this

problem may be greater than thought. It is important to note that

this concern was smaller in both CACREP-accredited programs

and programs that used structured fitness review procedures.

Taken together, these findings underscore the importance of

implementing effective strategies for reviewing and remediating

student fitness in counseling training programs. As recent critical

writing (e.g., Hensley et al., 2003; Kerl, Garcia, McCullough, & Maxwell,

2002; Lumadue & Duffey, 1999) and empirical research (Gaubatz &

Vera, 2002a) have highlighted, formalized student review procedures
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may be the most effective single strategy for reducing the graduation

of poorly fit students into the field. The present finding

that student and faculty estimates of trainee deficiency and

gateslipping were significantly lower in programs using formalized

gatekeeping procedures (r = .38 and r = .28, respectively)

supports these arguments.

In addition, the report by 98% of the trainees in this study that

they would be open to pursuing remedial activities if requested to

do so suggests that formalized review procedures should be implemented

early in students’ training. Although the nature of such

remedial activities was not specified, students’ apparently receptive

attitudes may be an important revelation. If these attitudes

are substantiated by follow-up investigation and are more widely

recognized among faculty, counselor educators might be less hesitant

to pursue interventions with students about whom they have

concerns (cf. Baldo et al., 1997; Frame & Stevens-Smith, 1995).

Students’ apparent openness toward remediation may also open

the opportunity to frame gatekeeping procedures (e.g., in conversations

with entering trainees) as one end of a continuum of training

interventions, that is, as a normal and ethically important

aspect of counselor education. The finding that 90% of students

reported they were aware of professionally deficient peers in their

programs reinforces this point: Far from being naïve about and

negatively disposed toward gatekeeping interventions, the majority

of students may affirm its ethical importance to the field. Further

research, including qualitative investigations of students’ perspectives

about both trainee deficiency and specific gatekeeping procedures,

may further elucidate these attitudes.

In contrast to most students’ openness toward remediation, 22%

of students in this study indicated they would consider pursuing

legal actions if they were dismissed from their programs. Although

U.S. courts have consistently affirmed the legal basis for dismissing

professionally deficient trainees (Forrest et al., 1999), this finding

amplifies another advantage of adopting formalized student review

procedures. By enhancing programs’ documentation of student concerns

and by promoting programs’ efforts to tailor specific, appropriate

interventions for particular students, formalized procedures

may simultaneously bolster their legal defensibility (Kerl et al., 2002).

The present findings suggest, however, that to be fully effective,

improvements in student review procedures cannot be practiced

in isolation. The alarming report by 43% of the students in this

study that they would try to enroll in another counseling program

if they were dismissed from their own programs highlights the need

to implement formalized review procedures in concert with wider

improvements in all counseling programs’ gatekeeping practices.

Otherwise, students found to be deficient in programs with effective

gatekeeping practices might simply enroll in unaccredited, thinly

staffed programs in which their deficiencies, to their professors at

least, might remain hidden.
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Concluding Comment

Taken together, then, the findings of this study highlight both a

significant problem and its potential solution in counselor training

programs. Deficient students exist in counseling training programs,

but well-designed gatekeeping procedures appear to improve

the effectiveness with which they are identified and prevented from

progressing unremediated into the counseling field.

As in many professions in which practitioners are permitted to

work under licensure with potentially vulnerable clients (e.g., social

work, psychiatry, clinical and counseling psychology), counselor

educators in numerous individual training programs have

developed formalized policies to attend not only to their trainees’

didactic skills but also to their personal and interpersonal fitness

for professional practice. The present findings endorse these efforts

and suggest that they should be integrated into the professional

standards that guide the field of counselor training as a whole.
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APPENDIX A

Study-Related Questions From the Faculty Instrument

A. Faculty Questions about Professionally Deficient Trainees:

1. In your opinion, what percent of the students in your training program may be poorly

or marginally suited for the counseling field due to interpersonal, emotional, skillsbased

or other professional fitness concerns? (Response entered as a handwritten

percentage from zero to 100 percent.)

2. What percent of these students are likely to be asked to pursue remediation for

these concerns or to be dismissed from your program? Indicate your responses as

a percentage of the students you identified above. (Responses entered as

handwritten percentages from zero to 100 percent for each of the following categories:

“Remediation, with possible eventual dismissal,” “Immediate/unconditional dismissal,”

and “No remediation or dismissal actions.” A reminder in the response space

stated that the total of all three categories should equal 100 percent.)

B. Faculty Questions about Training Program Attributes:

1. Of all the courses in your training program, what percent of sections are taught

by tenure-track faculty? (Response entered as a handwritten percentage from

zero to 100 percent.)

2. How formalized is the system by which faculty in your program evaluate or assess

the remediation of students about whom they may have professional fitness

concerns? (Response entered on a 7-point scale ranging from “Very unformalized”

to “Very formalized” with space to indicate “No current system [in use].”)

APPENDIX B

Study-Related Questions From the Student Instrument

1. How many different counseling students (not raw totals of your class enrollments)

have you interacted with or observed enough to get a sense of their

interpersonal interactions, their cognitive abilities, or their potential counseling

skills? (Response entered as a handwritten number.)
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