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A Multidiscipline Agenda
, Liang, Helms, Latta, Sparks, and Weintraub (2004 [this issue])
a call to action for counseling psychology in “Training Coun-
logists as Social Justice Agents: Feminist and Multicultural Prin-

ion.” The article is a thoughtful, illustrative formula for develop-
g, and evaluating a training experience in social justice. The
erience at Boston College is a faculty-led collaboration with
ased projects that provide hands-on experiences with the socio-

ors that serve to oppress many individuals, such as poverty, rac-
to education, and careers and institutional support. The authors
ugh the convergence of multicultural and feminist counseling
enets that (a) illustrate the role of social oppression in the etiol-
l health problems (Brown, 1994; Comas-Diaz & Greene, 1994;
k, 1999), (b) understand that the individual’s responses to these

orces are often interpreted as pathological (Brown, 1994;
Lipscomb, 1986; Worell & Remer, 1992), and (c) direct inter-
assist clients in addressing these oppressive forces (Brabeck,

, 1994, 2000). Goodman et al. conclude that “the target of inter-
cial justice work is the social context in addition to or instead of
l. Of course, the social context is not some abstract set of disem-
tures. Individuals compose a social context and shape policies,
tices, and social norms. The point here is that social justice–
chologists locate the source of individual suffering in these
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The theories and tenets of multiculturalism and feminism require psychologists to extend
awareness, knowledge, and skills for competent practice, research, and teaching. In
addition, these theories and tenets challenge us to become social change agents. In the
article “Training Counseling Psychologists as Social Justice Agents: Feminist and Multi-
cultural Principles in Action,” Goodman, Liang, Helms, Latta, Sparks, and Weintraub
have carefully crafted an experience-informed template that will assist training pro-
grams in becoming active agents for social justice. This commentary raises questions
and challenges that extend collaboration across and within disciplines to achieve a
broader platform to support specific social justice agendas. Questions are raised and
explored regarding the engagement and retention of student interest in engaging in social
justice activism.
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social conditions and then work to change them” (p.797). They also provide a
review of six principles gleaned from multicultural and feminist theory
that have shaped the process in teaching social justice work: ongoing self-
examination, sharing power, giving voice, facilitating consciousness-raising,
building on strengths, and leaving clients with the tools for societal change.
They are generous in sharing their first-year experience at Boston College,
including the impact on students, the ethical dilemmas encountered, and the
demands on faculty and program resources. We hear the voices of students
and faculty and see the positive impact of the experiences across the first year.
There is no room for argument about the righteous challenge put forth in this
article or the exemplary program established at Boston College. The template
for action has been carefully and thoughtfully scripted, but there are several
questions and reactions raised by the article.

First, while collaboration is mentioned throughout the article, the inherent
demands for multidisciplinary collaboration is really understated. Counsel-
ing psychology is, by some standards, late to the party. Religion, medicine,
law, social work, community psychology, social psychology, business, and
others have been conducting research and training in social justice work for
decades. Forging and fostering relationships across disciplines will require
laying down the mantle of specialty recognition and joining forces with other
agents to effect change with and for our clients. A simple search of PubMed
resulted in more than 5,400 hits for medical articles related to social justice.
The World Wide Resources for Social Workers search engine produced 44
links to social justice organizations. Several American universities, including
Georgetown and West Virginia University, support free-standing, multi-
disciplinary social justice centers. The University of Texas touts a medical
student organization focused on social justice. There were a mere 22 refer-
ences for The Counseling Psychologist mentioning social justice, and there
were no hits for the Journal of Counseling Psychology. The point here is that
we will advance our knowledge and strengthen effectiveness in the social jus-
tice arena by developing relationships across disciplines in our universities
and communities. We have community-psychologist colleagues within APA
who can instruct us on this process: “Community psychologists act as collab-
orators rather than experts and prefer participatory, action-oriented research
methods. Most important for critical psychology, community psychology
seeks to eliminate disempowering social conditions” (Fox & Prilleltensky,
1997).

The Society for Community Research and Action, Division 27 of APA,
has the following stated goals: “To promote the use of social and behavioral
science to enhance the well-being of people and their communities and to
prevent harmful outcomes; To promote theory development and research that
increase our understanding of human behavior in context; To encourage the
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exchange of knowledge and skills in community research and action among
those in academic and applied settings. To engage in action, research, and
practice committed to liberating oppressed peoples and respecting all cul-
tures; to promote the development of careers in community research and
action in both academic and applied settings” (http://www.apa.org/about/
division/div27.html). These goals are consonant with those called for in the
Goodman et al. article. To move forward in response to a call for social
action, acting solely as counseling psychology, is brave and responsive; to
move forward in collaboration with colleagues within our own as well as
those from other disciplines is wise and responsible and has the greatest pos-
sibility for effecting change. This type of cross-discipline, social justice
advocacy can be seen in the field of child advocacy where law enforcement,
medicine, social work, psychology, and education join forces for more
proactive and protective legislation. I was a member of this type of multi-
disciplinary, grassroots organization in Houston, Texas. The Child Abuse
Network (CAN) was composed of judges, district attorneys, doctors, psy-
chologists, social workers, child development specialists, educators, com-
munity members, members from the corporate sector, and clergy, who, col-
lectively, were active in myriad efforts, including professional networking,
legislative advocacy, and community and public education, which served to
prevent child abuse.

After the need to work in collaboration within and across disciplines, my
next reaction to the Goodman et al. article was the need to consider what pro-
grams are already doing in the arena of social justice. A recent informal sur-
vey posted to the Council of Counseling Psychology Training Programs list
serve resulted in the identification of several counseling psychology pro-
grams, such as the University of Miami, the University of Missouri, the Uni-
versity of Utah, and the University of North Dakota, that have conscien-
tiously incorporated social justice issues in both the curriculum and the
training experiences, either formally or informally. In addition, some of the
respondents indicate that their faculty members and students are involved in
active research efforts in various areas of social justice. It is likely that faculty
experience in advocacy and research will be a driving force for inclusion of
social justice issues in the curriculum and training experiences.

The counseling psychology program at Seton Hall University has a first-
year practicum experience that involves eight-week rotations across three
sites: an infant mental health program, the on-campus office for students with
disabilities, and an assisted-living program for elderly individuals. The stu-
dents come face to face with the impact of abuse and neglect as well as the
range of consequences of protective service interventions, the potential
marginalization of learning disabilities for college-age students, and the
challenges of aging in a youth-oriented society. While awareness of social
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justice issues is inherent in the experiences across the three rotations, the
first-year experience was not designed with that as an implicit goal of train-
ing. However, students leave each of the rotations with new levels of con-
sciousness and self-awareness. Some have found ways of moving their expe-
rience into community action, fund-raising, and continued commitment to
working with marginalized clients and their communities. While many of the
principles elucidated in the Goodman et al. article are involved in the first-
year experience at Seton Hall University, we do not leave clients with the
tools for societal change. However, after review of the Goodman et al. article,
I am inspired to build social justice advocacy into the experience in some
demonstrable and effective method.

A question that begs to be answered here is how we impart shared owner-
ship of this moral imperative with our students. The issue of how to engage
students in a social justice agenda has been studied and addressed across dis-
ciplines. Goodman (2000) addressed an approach to engagement that would
incorporate multiple motivational factors:

Moreover, by developing and appealing to empathy, moral and spiritual princi-
ples, and self-interest, we can go beyond just eliciting feelings or enhancing
awareness to encouraging action toward social justice. People can not only
learn about different cultural groups and their plights, but develop an interest in
addressing the injustices they face. This, ultimately, needs to be the goal of
multicultural education. (pp. 8, 9)

Exposure and experience with marginalized populations has been the
impetus for most of my own research in the area of child abuse and neglect as
well as that of many of our students at Seton Hall. Recently, we have had stu-
dents undertake challenging qualitative and quantitative studies exploring a
range of topics that have significant potential to inform theory, practice, and
policy. Some of the recent investigations have involved the resilient factors in
women who have moved from welfare to work (Eubanks, 2004), resiliency in
Iranian political refugees (Ghahary, 2003), medication protocol compliance
in individuals infected with HIV (Brinker, in press), and the decision to
search for biological parents in adult adoptees (Farrar, 2002). In addition, one
faculty member at Seton Hall is working with a group of American and
Trinidadian colleagues to establish a training experience in Trinidad and a
network of services for children and families in Trinidad and Tobago. It will
be critical that these efforts be developed through eliciting and supporting the
vision of the Trinidadian people and via culturally appropriate networks and
liaison. Again, this effort will be achieved through multidisciplinary collabo-
ration, including physicians, educators, psychologists, parents, legislators,
businesspersons, and community leaders.

882 THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / November 2004

 © 2004 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


There is another theme of commonality between the Boston College and
Seton Hall experiences, and this is a training commitment consistent with the
university mission. Both of these schools are religious universities, more-
over, Catholic institutions, which share a mission of servant leadership. It is
likely that while these two first-year experiences are labor intensive for fac-
ulty (supervision, consultation, participation on-site during the rotations)
and would potentially affect research productivity, they occur within institu-
tions that value service and recognize these contributions during the tenure
process. The value of this level of service and commitment to social justice
activities at secular institutions requires review as it will likely curb faculty
enthusiasm and availability if it is not mission consistent and appreciated in
the tenure and promotion process.

Alternatively, if training programs are to move forward with embracing
social justice as a core value, then this will need to be reflected in accredita-
tion standards. Will it require additional courses, or as suggested by Good-
man et al., is this a process that can be infused across the curriculum? In addi-
tion, if endorsed as a core training value, how will it enhance or restrict
students’ competitiveness for internship, postdoctoral, and employment
positions? Is it possible to develop accredited internship programs within
social justice organizations such as the Peace Corp, Doctors Without Bor-
ders, and the Red Cross? Moreover, where do our constituents, our students,
stand on the interface of social justice and training? How many of our gradu-
ates are active in some form of social justice work? These are questions that
will need to be answered through future studies and surveys. It also seems to
be an appropriate question to be added to alumni surveys. Finally, do our
graduates have the resource to “give back” to the community their first years
as they struggle to pay off student loans? One thought is National Heath Ser-
vice Corp (http://nhsc.bhpr.hrsa.gov/about/), which involves a student-loan
restitution program that will repay the loans for two years of service to
marginalized communities within the United States.

Goodman et al. raise the issue of academy support, offering recommenda-
tions to consider increasing the number of publication outlets that would be
specifically focused on articles related to social justice issues. I would argue
that this is a redundant effort. True social justice occurs through the collabo-
ration of communities. I applaud The Counseling Psychologist for moving
this agenda to the forefront. I would also encourage initiating dialogues with
colleagues in medicine, public health, social work, policy, law, and business
on projects and initiatives that will advance theory, paradigms, and research.
Moreover, I would hope these dialogues lead to greater presence of counsel-
ing psychology in the arena of social justice at the micro, meso, and macro
levels.
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Finally, I suggest that if this is a calling for counseling psychology, that we
be bold in our request for advocacy, funding, and recognition. But I think
individual recognition for social justice issues speaks against the true mission
of social justice, with an inherent requirement for collaboration and commu-
nity effort. Alternatively, I would like to see recognition of model projects,
effective legislative advocacy, and cross-discipline collaboration.

Kiselica and Robinson (2001) would give us these words from their expe-
rience and research in the area of social activism and social justice: “We are
convinced that it is not possible for us as counselors to engage in genuine
social action unless we discover such a personal moral imperative to serve as
the driving force behind our work. In the absence of that force, our efforts
will be superficial . . . a moral imperative provides the inspiration enabling
those of us in the counseling profession to ‘move mountains’ and to experi-
ence all of the accompanying joys and rewards” (p. 18).

In summary, I believe there is no question about the moral imperative in
the call to action for social justice. The question lies in the structure and sup-
port for implementation at the training level. It is a struggle that I would wel-
come with collaboration across, and within, disciplines.
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