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Abstract

Training competent counselors requires quality programs. Amongst the approaches of quality assurance
in higher education, accreditation is the most extensive one with an explicit judgment about meeting
the minimum necessary standards. However, there has been no specified policy for quality assurance of
various counselor training programs in Iran. In this study, with the aim of identifying the minimum
essential components to propose comprehensive and concise accreditation model for a core counselor
training program, the pioneer accreditation models of counselor training programs have been compared
and analyzed using qualitative approach and theory-generating meta-synthesis method. According to
this method, by a qualitative systematic review based on grounded theory, a model has been developed
for the accreditation of the counselor training program, which is generalizable and prescribable in
different contexts. The sampling method was purposeful and the documents related to six situations at
the international level have been subjected to final review. The findings specify 3 factors, 6 criteria, 18
indicators, 6 fundamental features and 6 action steps in a comprehensive counselor training program
accreditation model. As a result, an accreditation model has been proposed which determines the
indicator areas, practical priorities, the quality assurance and approval procedure of a counselor
training program, emphasizing the culture of evidence instead of strict standards. By utilizing this
model, may a greater unification emerge amongst various programs in terms of their quality, resulting
in a stronger professional identity, a higher level of training for counselors and care for clients,
especially when it comes to licensing.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

A policy for quality assurance of the counselor training program in Iran based on global experiences, and within
the ethical guidelies of the counseling profession to prepare graduates who have acquirired sufficient knowledge
and skills to enter the field as professionals, is the issue that has been mentioned before (Sanai,1998; Sanai &
Haghighat-J00,1999) but so far it has not received the desired research attention.

Stripling (1978), who is considered the father of counseling accreditation (Mobley & Myers, 2010; Lawson,
2016), clarifies that “preparation standards are at the heart of professional development, and when it comes to
licensing and certification, there must be a way to evaluate the quality of preparation”. Today, most countries have
some kind of accreditation for counselor training, although most of these mechanisms are local and unique to a
particular university or educational center and rarely legally mandatory (Vontress & Naiker, 1995).

The accreditation mechanism in Iran has received more attention than various quality assurance methods and
models for reasons such as attracting the active participation and cooperation of stakeholders inside and outside
the educational system. The investigated unit can include a university faculty members or a curriculum within a
program. Accreditation bodies can operate based on various criteria such as facilities and institutional support,
faculty members and generally the contents of programs or the curriculum of a specific course or section
(Pazargadi, 2000 as cited in Parand et al., 2013).

It should be noted that the national accreditation standards for counselors include two groups. The first is the
accreditation of institutions and individual counselors, while the second is the accreditation of counselors
training programs. It is important to pay attention to the different applications of accreditation, in the way
that in some cases it is done to grant permission in the issuance of licenses or certificates of institutions and
individual counselors, and in other cases to the certification and recognition of counselor programs
(Schweiger et al., 2013). In the current study, the accreditation of counselor training programs is intended,
and the goal is not to claim the superiority of one mechanism over another, but it is to search for the
approaches which have appeared more effective, and pave the path for discussing about picking the best
ways in improving the quality of counselor training programs.

Respectively, emphasizing on the counseling training program as a program which meets the professional
training requirements common to every counseling preparation program (including the core curriculum,
supervised and internship program, knowledge and skills in the practical field and focus on measurablet
results (Bobby, 2013)), and prepares the graduates to enter the field as professionals; and by identifing the
paths taken, analyzing and synthesizing the essential components, an accreditation model of counselor
training program has been proposed which can be discussed and developed or agreed upon and applied for
program quality assurence and its approval.

Methods

In this study, a qualitative meta-synthesis methodology was deemed to be the most appropriate approach to
collect data with the aim of analyzing and comparing pioneer accreditation models of counselor training
programs, and presenting a model for the accreditation of counselor training programs with minimum
essential components. Patton (2014) also describes the focus of qualitative research on “exploration,
discovery, and inductive logic”. The exploratory nature of this study, with the aim of deep and comprehensive
exploration of the research subject, supports the selection of qualitative methodology for this study. According
to the theory-generating meta-synthesis guide (referred to as meta-synthesis during the study), there are two
approaches: first, when the purpose of the study is a completely new theory; second, when the research is to
adapt the existing framework from a hypothetical-deductive position. In the second case, to avoid unnecessary
deconstruction and de-contextualization “memoing is the principle data analysis strategy” instead of starting
with coding and categorizing data. Therefore, with the reflexive and iterative process of data analysis, the
concepts are developed, their interrelationships are translated throughout the studies, and a specific contextual
theory is formulated that can be generalized and prescribed (Finfgeld-Connett, 2018). In this study, the latter
approach has been adopted.

Population, sample and sampling method
The population under study are the Accreditation bodies and standards of counselor training programs at the
international level. The sample size was changed, through reviewing the literature and according to the purpose of
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the study and the main components of the meta-synthesis which includes determining and following the entry
criteria and the scope of comparable studies and analyzing data until reaching complete eligibility criteria. Some
degree of flexibility was applied to maintain sensitivity to findings that required expanding the scope of the study
(Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007). Purposeful criterion sampling of key informant websites related to Accreditation
bodies and the standards of counselor training programs at the international level was operated by deciding which
factors are sufficient and relevant to be included in the study to approach the sampling criteria (inspired by Patton,
2014). The entry criteria were: a) recognition of counseling as an independent profession; b) accrediting counselor
training programs at graduate level; c) the standards of counselor training at the transnational level; and d)
Accreditation bodiesrelated to umbrella counseling organizations. The exclusion criteria were: a) non-program
accreditation models of counselor training; and b) none Persian or English resources or ones with limited access
on the websites or in the library.

Finally, the Accreditation bodies and standards of CACREP in the United States of America, CCPA in Canada,
PACFA in Australia, NZAC in New Zealand, BACP in Great Britain and EAC in Europe were selected and
surveyed. As such, the subject of this particular research included data analysis without human subjects or
participants.

Data collection method

Particular conditions for this qualitative study limited the range of tools used for data collection and analysis.
Literature review was the main tool used in this study, which in turn was deep and extensive in nature. Reviewing
texts from: a) the websites of professional associations and the Council of Accreditation Institutions; b) websites
of universities with accredited counselor training programs from these institutions; c) articles, books and book
chapters; and d) dissertation and theses; was used as the main data collection tool for the meta-synthesis study.

Research trend

Primary information was achieved through reviewing and by successive changes made in the following
English keywords: accreditation OR quality assurance OR program approval AND model OR pattern OR
schema AND mental health OR counseling OR psychology AND preparation OR training AND education
AND profession AND curriculum. The corresponding Persian keywords searched included:

Searching keywords separately and with different combinations in Web of Science, Springer, Scopus,
ProQuest, Eric, SID, Magiran, Noormags, Civilica, Irandoc, Google Scholar, Google; related texts which
have discussed standards, approaches and the procedures for accrediting or verifying the qualifications of
counselors, especially in influential professional organizations, the data bases of organizations providing
accreditation services in different countries and printed library resources which provide professional opinions
and views regarding the types of credentialing, were reviewed without considering a time limit on the year
the research was conducted to expand the scope of research.

The analyses of data

The qualitative meta-synthesis method was used in the well-known framework presented by Sandelowski
and Barroso (2007), which proposes a seven-step model for document analysis, as follows:

In the first stage, the goal of the research was determined, which is to present a comprehensive and concise
model for the accreditation of the counselor training program by comparing and analyzing the pioneer
accreditation models and synthesizing their essential components.

In the second stage, using databases and the mentioned keywords in the part of research trend, a
systematic review of literature was done without set time limits, and with the progress of the study
keywords obtained from the initial studies was used.

In the third stage, the inclusion and exclusion criteria were determined to select a suitable sample, and flexible
systematic literature review was done to enable us to stay sensitive for any findings due to the limited sources
to benefit from the specific dimensions of the existing models in shaping the final model. Based on these initial
components and the goals of the study, the final evaluation was done and the number of samples raised to the
six documents mentioned in the part of population, sample and sampling methods sections of this study.

In the fourth stage, data extraction and classification were done and set in table 1.
In the fifth stage, the data of table 1 was analyzed in separate tables 3 to 6 in the form of concepts and categories.
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In the sixth stage, each document was evaluated separately and then compared with other documents. A one-by-
one evaluation was done by reading each one several times until familiar with the content, strengths and
weaknesses, goals and achievements, and in the comparative evaluation, the focus was on identifying the more
or less emphasized information of each one, then distilling and articulating the essence of the research findings.

In the seventh stage, by classifying the categories obtained from the mentioned tables, the final model was
set in table 8.

Findings

In the classification of the data obtained from the study of the sources related to the six accreditation models
specified in the analysis tables, the way each one emphasizes on the obtained categories indicates that, in
total, the observed commonalities are more than differences which are caused by developmental differences
or specific regional regulations and differences which are caused by developmental differences or specific
regional regulations and also appellations.

The reality is that almost unlimited indicators can be imagined for evaluating and assuring the quality of a
program, therefore the question of which indicators can be considered really necessary goes back to the main
responsibility of that program and its level of responsiveness. In the sense that it could provide evidence that
would make it possible to make a decision regarding the observance of the determined criteria. For example,
paying attention to values and norms may have different requirements in different programs and conditions,
but it might have convincing evidence.

The model developed in this way and presented in table 8 as the main achievement and result of this study
includes three factors, six criteria and eighteen essential indicators (as described and categoriesed.in Appendix 1),
six fundamental features and six action steps, which could be discussed or agreed upon in order to ensure the
quality of the counselor training program or tested in different conditions and in accordance with local
requirements.

Discussion

With the presented model, it is possible to discuss and analyze the proposed criteria and indicators for the
accreditation of the counselor training program.

The advantage of this model is in the grouping of elements based on an international model and the system
theory, which turns the desired program into a dynamic and self-regulating process. It has been tried to
propose at least criteria and indicators that are essential for operationalization and to avoid identifying and
describing all available options.

The input elements in this model with two criteria and five indicators form the infrastructure of program
delivery and provide the requirements of a rich learning environment in interaction with the economic,
political, cultural and social environment in its national and international historical and geographical context.
This part was summarized in favor of process and output factors in achieving quality. Because as Van Damme
(2004) states, due to the high correlation between these factors, it is reasonable to limit the number of criteria
and input indicators.

The process elements in this model with two criteria and three indicators form the management factor of the
program and support requirements to ensure that the input elements and benefitial use are available and make
it possible to logically predict the achievement of the highest quality of the output elements. This part
requires the most innovation according to the professional requirements and increasing variety of research,
technology and teaching-learning approaches. Therefore, according to Appleton and Wolff (2004), the
"culture of evidence" of facilitating learning is emphasized instead of strict standards.

The output elements in this model with two criteria and seven indicators are linked with the factor of the
achievement strategies and raise the requirements of feedback in order to match the results of the program step
by step with the expected goals. This was considered the most challenging part of the evaluation due to the
wide range of indicators inside and outside the program and their influence on period and place conditions and
the accuracy of measurement tools and available information. Therefore, according to Hadméldinen et al.,
(2004), the integration of the culture of quality and productivity of the program from its own and regional
capacities in its administration and achieving the expected goals, multilateral evaluation procedures and



25 Accreditation Model of Counselor Training Program: A Meta-Synthesis Study

documentation of the application of evaluation results in program improvement and innovation arrangements
seem to be the most essential solution to overcome the limitations of quality assurance in this part.

Finally, due to the fact that the most essential components of quality cannot be measured quantitatively and
accurately in any situation, the culture of providing evidence and setting up documentation is strongly
emphasized to meet the standards that can be followed in any specific field by input, process and output
formulation within the framework of the proposed model of this research.

Conclusion

In this meta-synthesis study, an attempt has been made to develop a model that provides a framework for a
common perspective on quality assurance and accreditation of the counselor training program and a set of
fundamental features, components, indicators and procedures, suggesting that it can be considered as a kind of
common core among different programs. Therefore, the specific requirements and aspects of different models for
framing the accreditation components of the counselor training program were considered.

By examining the existing models in the world in standardizing counselor training program, the model of the
Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Training Programs (CACREP) has played a significant role
and the framework of its international representative (IRCEP) has been used as a vital and relevant starting point
for counselor training programs all over the world, to form the model for counseling programs. This model is
somewhat known and heard of in Iran and, as a result, it’s development seems possible. One of the neglected
points in country’s counseling training programs is lack of paying attention to sufficient practical training,
including supervised training, which has been emphasized to a significant extent in almost all the examined
models, but in the discussed model is followed with more focus and specifically weighting the evaluation of
different components of the program. The importance of intercultural sensitivity in supervised internship courses
is considered as part of a comprehensive approach to providing services, and with the existence of universally
accepted codes of professional ethics and standards reflecting them and the existence of appropriate accreditation
programs, it is ensured to provide better services to the clients and respond to the beneficiaries.
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1. Canadian Guidance and Counselling Association
2. Canadian Psychological Association

3. Australian Qualifications Framework

4. In-training

5. Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency
6. Australian Skills Quality Authority
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