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Counselor educators and supervisors are uniquely positioned to address the theory-to-
application gap in the profession due to their extensive knowledge of theoretical
orientations and the ability to prevent this gap at the earliest levels of a counselor’s
development. However, it is not enough for the educator or supervisor to just be well-
versed in theory and clinical applications. An experienced supervisor recognizes that
ethically competent supervision requires continuing education and skills training to teach
and assess the application of counseling theory (Corey et al., 2021, Kile & Dossaji,
2026). Through this article, the authors seek to a) increase awareness of the theory-
application gap, b) strengthen the connection between student/supervisee theoretical
orientation through a practical, creative case note tool aligned with CACREP (2024)
Standards, and c) elevate the critical role of supervision in the field of counselor
education.
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A theoretical orientation provides the foundation for clinicians to provide
effective treatment, yet research indicates the existence of a gap between theory and
application, as counselor educators may not always use a clear theoretical framework in
their pedagogy when broaching theoretical development (Barrio Minton et al., 2018).
Clinical supervisors (e.g., site supervisors and post-master’s clinical supervisors) are
concerned about the gap for developing counselors as they attempt to build a clinical
identity, as are counselor educators trying to comply with required Council for
Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP) Standards
related to theoretical foundations. The current landscape calls for educators and
supervisors who can engage developing counselors through creative instruction,
providing a theoretical context for practice and practical application (Moate et al., 2017,
Rodriguez, 2023; Wells & Dickens, 2020). The authors review how educators and
supervisors can use creative clinical documentation in curriculum design and supervision
approach to provide a theoretical teaching tool and rubric that aligns with the 2024
CACREP Standards. The term “educators” refers specifically to counselor education
faculty members and “supervisors” refers specifically to site supervisors and post-
master’s clinical licensure supervisors, though the authors recognize the
interconnectedness and overlapping educator/supervisor identities that exist.
Theory-Application Gap

Theory is an integral part of clinical practice. A theoretical orientation shapes the
entire therapeutic process, acting as a guideline for treatment that aids clinicians in
conceptualizing client behavior and assessing treatment progress (Halbur & Halbur,

2019). CACREP includes theories and models of counseling in its educational standards
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for counseling students (CACREP, 2024) and state licensure boards require applicants to
complete coursework in counseling theory. Perhaps most meaningful to supervisors and
counselor educators, students in one study who identified with a particular theoretical
orientation reported higher confidence levels than those who do not use theory in their
practice (Consoli & Jester, 2005). Utilizing a theoretical orientation can help developing
counselors navigate the unique landscape for individual treatment and ultimately lessen
the risk to clients. Despite the benefits of effective theory education for students in their
practice and for graduate programs working to comply with CACREP Standards, the gap
between theory and application is still evident in clinical practice (Corey, 2017; Murray,
2009). Specifically, students/supervisees demonstrate difficulty explaining their use of a
theoretical lens to guide their treatment approach. This theory-application gap concerns
practitioners and educators and can harm clients (Halbur & Halbur, 2019). As the modern
landscape of counseling continues to adapt to clients’ changing needs, a strong
understanding of theoretical orientation can provide developing counselors with the
foundation they need to meet these needs competently and professionally. Therefore,
supervisors and educators have ethical obligations to students/supervisees and clients to
close the gap and ensure that the novice counselor effectively applies counseling theory.
One approach to lessen this theory-application gap is to address this potential
issue early in a counselor’s development, such as in graduate-level classes or supervision.
There are notable complex aspects to counselor education and supervision, including the
process and types of supervision, clinical documentation competency and training, and
innovative teaching tools to reach newer generations of learners (Aasheim, 2012;

American Counseling Association [ACA], 2014; Austin, 2012; Bernard & Goodyear,
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2019; McGhee et al., 2019; Wells & Dickens, 2020; Zahav et al., 2020). Bernard and
Goodyear (2019) defined the supervision process as a tool in and of itself to connect
theory to practice. Aasheim (2012) indicated that supervisors often have two areas of
emphasis, clinical and administrative, with clinical supervision focusing on direct client
care and administrative supervision focusing on supplemental tasks such as
documentation and clinical communication. The ACA Code of Ethics (2014) mandates
that “counselors create and maintain records and documentation necessary for rendering
professional services” (p. 7). While counselor educators and supervisors recognize the
importance of standardized documentation, research results indicated that supervisees
were more satisfied with supervision that focused almost exclusively on clinical tasks
(Austin, 2012; Zahav et al., 2020), which suggests the need for instructional interventions
that can increase satisfaction for supervisees engaging in administrative supervision
tasks.

Counselor educators and supervisors are uniquely posed to address this theory-
application gap in the profession due to their extensive knowledge of theoretical
orientations and the ability to prevent this gap at the earliest levels of a counselor’s
development. However, it is not enough for the educator or supervisor to just be well-
versed in theory and clinical applications. Educators and supervisors must continue to
build on foundational supervision practices to increase their competency and maintain
contemporary ethical and legal practices (Aasheim, 2012). The recently updated 2024
CACREP Standards prompt educators to incorporate valuable supervision concepts into
clinical coursework and highlight the need for educators to confirm site supervisors are

competently and ethically training in best supervision practices (CACREP, 2024).
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Continuing education on supervision practices encourages supervisors to effectively train
and assess the application of counseling theory beyond what supervisees learn in their
master’s programs.
Benefits and Challenges of Teaching Theory Through Practical Application

Counselor educators and supervisors typically incorporate opportunities for
students to apply theory through case conceptualization and treatment planning activities
(Lawrence et al., 2015). Petko et al. (2016) suggested that while these activities are
valuable for assessing counseling students’ understanding of theoretical frameworks, they
may not fully capture how students apply theory in real time through actual client
interactions and observations. McGhee et al. (2019) found that trainees often felt
unprepared to apply theory due to limited supervision and training. Students preferred
more opportunities to face challenges in applying theory creatively (McGhee et al.,
2019). In recent years, counselor educators have found an increased need for creative
pedagogy to address student learning needs (Wells & Dickens, 2020). Peer role plays
incorporate a creative element to traditional learning approaches by encouraging students
to evaluate their theory as it would unfold in real-time, based on client statements,
behaviors, and clinical observations. A combination of practical and creative pedagogical
and supervision approaches offers a more holistic evaluation of how students would use
theory in practice beyond merely understanding a client’s concerns through a theoretical
lens (Hinkle et al., 2015; Wells & Dickens, 2020).

Development of SOAP Note Theory Teaching Tool
The 2024 CACREP Standards served as a model for developing this theory

teaching tool. Not only is adhering to CACREP Standards important for programs during
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the accreditation process, but research has suggested that students who graduate from
CACREP-accredited programs perform better on the National Counselor Exam and are
less likely to engage in ethical misconduct (Adams, 2006; Even & Robinson, 2013).
CACREP emphasizes the need for counselor education programs to prepare counselors
with strong counseling identities. The SOAP note teaching tool and subsequent rubric
draw heavily from this emphasis on counselor identity as it relates to theoretical
orientation. As with previous iterations, the 2024 CACREP Standards also emphasize the
need for students to have experience in applying theory in professional practice,
including practicum and internship. The authors designed this theory teaching tool to
connect these standards for theory education, practical application, and counselor identity
development, key components of the 2024 CACREP Standards. Educators can also use
this teaching tool to meet CACREP student assessment requirements (outlined in Section
4) as it relates to multiple measures to cross-validate student outcomes through role-play
and case conceptualization.
Components of The SOAP Note Theory Teaching Tool

The authors identified three components when developing the SOAP note theory
teaching tool, as shown in Table 1. These components include collaboration in
supervision, counseling theory, and connection.

Table 1
SOAP Note Theory Teaching Tool Outline

SOAP Note Theory Teaching Tool

S: Generate a list of action words (reviewed, reported) for use in notes and discuss
examples of subjective content

O: Generate a list of key observational terms grounded in theory and discuss how
specific observations may guide theory and aid in the choice of intervention in the
session
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A: Assessment using key terms from theoretical orientation pulled from research and
current literature
P: Plan using key interventions from theoretical orientation to address targeted goals

Collaboration and connection in supervision is essential for fostering an engaging,
interactive, and growth-oriented environment for supervisees. The SOAP note theory
teaching tool enhances collaboration by structuring discussions around theoretical
concepts while keeping them relevant to actual counseling cases. This structured
approach encourages supervisees to actively engage in case conceptualization and
treatment planning rather than passively receiving feedback. This method promotes
shared decision-making, where supervisors and supervisees work together to align
interventions with a chosen theoretical orientation, ensuring that clinical decisions are
well-reasoned and theoretically sound. Additionally, providing a structured format
reduces supervisee anxiety and increases confidence by clarifying expectations and
offering a consistent method for conceptualizing client progress. Through this
collaborative process, supervisees strengthen their ability to articulate their reasoning
behind clinical choices, making supervision more dynamic and engaging.

Application of the SOAP Note Theory Teaching Tool

As previously stated, counselor educators and supervisors are ethically compelled
and required through accreditation organizations to stay updated on best supervision
practices to expertly train student and pre-licensed counselors while working in tandem
during students’ clinical practicums and internships (Corey et al., 2021; Remley &
Herlihy, 2020). Supervisors and educators serving as faculty supervisors can use SOAP
notes as a discussion tool to implement collaboration effectively, prompting supervisees

to present their case conceptualizations based on theory and receive feedback.
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Encouraging supervisees to collaborate with peers allows for the exchange of diverse
perspectives on how different theoretical orientations shape case conceptualization and
treatment. A helpful exercise is role reversal, where supervisors and supervisees take
turns explaining case conceptualizations from the other’s perspective, helping to enhance
critical thinking and empathy in supervision. Additionally, supervisors can introduce
“SOAP note rounds” in group supervision, where each supervisee presents a case using a
different theoretical framework, facilitating rich discussions about the adaptability of
theory in practice.

Integrating counseling theory into supervision helps supervisees develop a strong
theoretical foundation that guides their clinical work. The SOAP note theory teaching
tool supports this integration by encouraging supervisees to actively apply theoretical
knowledge rather than merely memorizing concepts. A structured approach ensures that
theory is embedded in every stage of the counseling process, reinforcing how it informs
assessment, intervention, and evaluation of client progress. By consistently incorporating
theoretical reasoning into SOAP notes, supervisees build confidence in their ability to use
theory as a guiding framework rather than as an abstract academic concept. Moreover,
this practice encourages critical thinking by prompting supervisees to justify their
theoretical choices and adapt them as needed, ultimately fostering theoretical flexibility
and deepening their understanding of multiple orientations.

Practical strategies for strengthening theoretical application in supervision include
having supervisees complete SOAP notes for the same client using two different
theoretical orientations and comparing how their approach to conceptualization and

treatment differs. Supervisors can assign a specific theoretical lens for supervisees to use
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to facilitate understanding and use of additional theories the supervisee could consider
when treating clients. For example, a supervisor can prompt a supervisee to use a
cognitive behavioral theory to brainstorm treatment analysis and interventions for a client
dealing with substance abuse issues. This approach could help the supervisee, who may
be using a less directive counseling theoretical lens, to consider alternative interventions
when working with specific client populations and presenting issues that may benefit
from specific directive interventions. Supervisors can also create a SOAP note template
that includes a required section where supervisees articulate the theoretical justification
for their chosen interventions. Additionally, case vignettes can be used to help
supervisees generate SOAP notes based on different theories, reinforcing adaptability and
the ability to apply various frameworks depending on client needs.

To strengthen connection in supervision, supervisors can incorporate a
“reflection” section at the conclusion of SOAP note where supervisees briefly write about
how conceptualizing a case through a particular theoretical lens influenced their
professional development. Live supervision discussions can be used to review SOAP
notes in real-time, providing immediate feedback post counseling session and deepening
the connection between theoretical application and practice for the supervisee. This is an
alternative to a supervisor reviewing SOAP notes written by supervisees prior to their
supervision meeting. Further, peer feedback exercises in group supervision where
supervisees exchange SOAP notes and provide constructive suggestions on theoretical
clarity and application, can reinforce connection through shared learning and professional

dialogue. In particular, this process models the importance of professional consultation.
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When applying the tool in supervision, one wants to start with a basic SOAP note
format and expand upon it, as shown in Table 2. The subjective and objective remain
relatively unchanged as they are the client’s subjective information and the counselor’s
objective observations. When working with an O or objective observations, the counselor
may integrate some terminology from the theoretical orientation of choice. For example,
a Gestalt theory SOAP note may include much here-and-now physical observation. A
feminist theory SOAP note may include observations related to the client’s relationship
with the world around them, including community engagement and socioeconomic status
(Halbur & Halbur, 2019). The A in the SOAP note will now pull heavily from
terminology from the chosen theoretical orientation. For example, a Reality Therapy
SOAP note will use words like choice, control, fun, belonging, power, and freedom taken
from dominant themes in this theory. An existential note will pull heavily from terms
related to the meaning of life, the meaning of the moment, personal creativity, attitudes,
and beliefs of the individual in the assessment section (Corey, 2017). Before beginning to
use this tool in supervision, it is beneficial for the supervisor and supervisee to discuss the
supervisee’s chosen theoretical orientation. Once that step is complete, the supervisor and
supervisee’s next step is to use current literature and research to develop a list of key
terms accompanying interventions related to the supervisee’s theoretical orientation.
Ideally, this process will provide a strong theoretical foundation of techniques and tenets
to pull from and provide suggestions for the supervisee if they become stuck writing a
case note or in a session. The P in the SOAP note will include specific targeted
interventions related to the theoretical orientation of choice. The supervisor and

supervisee must list theory-related interventions and integrate discussion of these
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interventions into their supervision sessions. Engaging in this process will provide the

supervisee with a) a framework for implementing evidenced-based theoretical

interventions, b) allow for discernment for when specific theoretical interventions are

most appropriate (i.e., evidenced-based), and c¢) promote insight into how to use targeted

interventions to facilitate client growth towards the goal.

Table 2

SOAP Note Teaching Tool Example

Feminist

Solution Focused

Narrative

S: Reviewed attendance
policy after client missed
last two appointments.
Client apologized and
stated she was feeling
anxious since moving in
with her girlfriend in her
second semester. Role-
played with client how to
reschedule appointment if
needed. Encouraged client
to further discuss increase
in anxiety. Client stated her
girlfriend and she recently
fought after girlfriend
suggested they combine
bank accounts. Client
stated she knew she would
“have to eventually” as
“most couples did.”
Reviewed messages client
received related to
managing finances in a
relationship. Client
reported she hoped to
combine accounts in order
to protect the relationship.

O: Client presented
casually in leggings and t-
shirt. Client’s mood
anxious, affect normal.

S: Client reported he
decided to move into
public housing since last
speaking with counselor.
Validated client for
prioritizing his goal of
finding safe housing.
Client stated he still had
concerns that were “taking
a toll.” Processed client’s
concerns. Client rated
himself at a 9 on scale of 1-
10 for readiness to move.
Reviewed client’s long-
term goal of finding
permanent housing.
Discussed possibility of
client writing a list of
experiences he was looking
forward to upon moving
into his new apartment.

O: Client dressed casually
for session in jeans and t-
shirt. Client’s mood
anxious, affect normal and
appropriate to context.
Speech pressured. Client
began tapping foot when
discussing moving into
new housing.

S: Reviewed letter-writing
homework from last
session and discussed
client’s experience while
writing letter to father after
father’s death. Client stated
he did not find the exercise
helpful because he was still
too angry with his father to
write a meaningful letter.
Acknowledged client’s
frustration and discussed
possibility that homework
was given too early in the
counseling process or was
not helpful for client’s
specific needs. Client
related exercise to phrase
“if you can’t say something
nice, don’t say anything at
all.” Client stated he felt
confused because he
should feel sad about his
father’s death but did not.
Collaborated with client to
come up with name for this
confusion. Client came up
with name “the mud pit” to
describe how he felt stuck
in these emotions.
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A: Client experiencing
anxiety related to power
differences in relationship.

P: Discuss potential power
differences in relationship.

A: Client has gained
insight into need for safe
housing. Client
experiencing continuing
anxiety related to difficulty
focusing on potentially
positive future
experiences.

P: Review homework and
discuss how client has
coped during previous life
adjustments. Refer client to
agency housing specialist
for any additional
questions specific to public
housing.

O: Client dressed casually.
Client’s mood euthymic,
affect normal. Client began
nodding vigorously when
deciding on name for
confusion.

A: Client stuck in
dominant story related to
expression of negative
emotions.

P: Discuss stories in
client’s upbringing related
to expressing negative
emotions.

Elevating Supervision in Counselor Education

Supervision for students/supervisees is a required component of counselor

education training programs and accreditation standards used for state licensure

(CACREP, 2024). Included in Table 3 is a list of CACREP Standards that are an

important part of developing clinical identity and can be used as discussion prompts

when creating lists and pulling research while using the SOAP note teaching tool in

supervision. Counselor education faculty should use the 2024 CACREP Standards to

facilitate discussion and learning about the intentional use of theory with client treatment

planning, including case note writing training and discussions. Specifically, the SOAP

note tool could be incorporated into a synchronous in-class assignment or asynchronous

assignment in a counseling theories course, or in clinical courses (e.g., practicum,

internship). As these are foundational tenets of CACREP-accredited master’s programs,

the more educators and supervisors normalize the effective use of the 2024 Standards in
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practice, the stronger the supervisee’s demonstration of theory to practical application

will be.

Table 3

2024 CACREP Standards Addressed by SOAP Note Teaching Tool

Standard Description

2.C.1. The counselor education program faculty systematically assesses each
student’s progress throughout the program by examining student
acquisition of both knowledge and skills.

3.B.1. theories and models of multicultural counseling, social justice, and
advocacy

3.C.1. theories of individual and family development across the lifespan

3.C.2. theories of cultural identity development

3.C.3. theories of learning

3.C4. theories of personality and psychological development

3.C5. theories and neurobiological etiology of addictions

3.D.1. theories and models of career development, counseling, and decision-
making

3.D.2. approaches for conceptualizing the interrelationships among and
between work, socioeconomic standing, wellness, disability, trauma,
relationships, and other life roles and factors

3.E.1. theories and models of counseling, including relevance to clients from
diverse cultural backgrounds

3.E.3. case conceptualization skills using a variety of models and approaches

3.E.16. record-keeping and documentation skills

3.E.21. processes for developing a personal model of counseling grounded in
theory and research

3.F.1. theoretical foundations of group counseling and group work

4.F. Formative and summative evaluations of the student’s counseling
performance and ability to integrate and apply knowledge are conducted
as part of the student’s practicum and internship.

5.A.6. evaluating and identifying individualized strategies and treatment
modalities relative to substance use disorder severity, stages of change,
or recovery

S5.F.1. sociology of the family, family phenomenology, and family of origin
theories

S5.F.7. theories and models of marriage, couple, and family counseling

Educators who serve as faculty supervisors and site supervisors can collaborate

with each other on how students/supervisees are trained in theoretical concepts (e.g., in
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the classroom and at clinical placements), so everyone is informed. This can include
regular educator-supervisor conversations and/or sharing of educational materials.
Educators may offer supervision training to supervisors on how to use the SOAP note
theory teaching tool. Supervisors can create a collaborative, theory-driven, and connected
learning environment by structuring supervision around SOAP note theory teaching.
Further, training master’s students early in their program about CACREP Standards that
address counseling theories creates a common language in ongoing discussions for
exploring theory, application, and overall clinical identity development. These strategies
ensure that supervisees understand counseling theory and apply it effectively in real-
world settings, ultimately enhancing their clinical confidence and competence.
Implications

Implications for Counselor Education and Supervision Programs

The SOAP note theory teaching tool presents several implications for counselor
education, supervision, and clinical practice. Creative interventions, like this tool, have
been shown to increase student engagement (McGhee et al., 2019), which is especially
relevant given supervisees’ lower satisfaction with supervision focused on administrative
tasks versus their desire for more experiential learning techniques (Austin, 2012; Zahav
et al., 2020). Tools like this one can help counselor educators meet this need by
integrating theory with documentation, enhancing both engagement and learning
outcomes. This tool supports compliance with CACREP Standards for theory application
and improves student performance on assessments such as the National Counselor Exam
(Adams, 2006). Programs may also apply it to expand student/supervisees’ knowledge on

culturally competent counseling. For example, it can be used to strengthen multicultural
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competence by helping students recognize racial or cultural bias in case
conceptualization, assessment, and treatment planning. Specifically, the SOAP note tool
could create a dialogue between supervisors and supervisees about how the supervisee
will withhold their biases and values when writing the subjective and objective sections,
as well as how the supervisee will further educate themselves on cultural differences to
create culturally competent assessment and plan sections of the note. Because the SOAP
note tool aligns with 2024 CACREP Standards, it can be applied for remediation and
gatekeeping as related to case conceptualization and application of theoretically-sound
counseling practices of counselors-in-training, supporting ethical practice in accordance
with the ACA Code of Ethics (ACA, 2014, Section F.6.b). The tool provides students
with opportunities to demonstrate their understanding and use of specific counseling
theories with current and future clients.
Implications for Site Supervisors and Post-Master’s Clinical Supervision

Beyond the classroom, this tool may benefit the counseling profession more
broadly. Counselors who effectively integrate theory into practice report greater
confidence (Consoli & Jester, 2005) and provide better client care (Halbur & Halbur,
2019). Site supervisors can work in tandem with program faculty to train
students/supervisees in documentation practices to promote legal protection and safer
clinical practices (Remley & Herlihy, 2020). Connection in supervision fosters a
supportive and trusting environment where supervisees feel safe to learn, reflect, and take
risks. The SOAP note theory teaching tool facilitates connection by bridging conceptual
and experiential learning, ensuring supervisees are actively engaged in professional

development led by competent supervisors. A strong sense of connection between
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supervisors and supervisees enhances self-reflection, allowing supervisees to critically
examine how they apply theory in practice. This approach also promotes a sense of
ownership over one’s theoretical development, increasing intrinsic motivation to engage
with and refine one’s counseling identity. By linking interventions to progress notes,
supervisees can see the direct impact of their work on client progress, reinforcing their
sense of competence and professional growth.

Limitations

It is important to consider that this teaching tool has not been subjected to
empirical research, meaning that this paper cannot comment on the effectiveness of this
tool outside of its own use in course and clinical work. Another limitation is that this
theory teaching tool utilizes the SOAP note style of progress notes, which is not used in
every treatment context or setting. For example, some graduate programs and clinical
settings might use other documentation styles, such as the less structured narrative style
notes or the Data Assessment Plan (DAP) notes style. Identifying and analyzing the
various documentation styles is beyond the scope of this paper, though authors believe a
similar approach could be used for other documentation formats.

Despite these limitations, the nature of the SOAP note theory teaching tool
enhances student engagement with theoretical orientation in supervision while fostering
critical thinking and clinical identity development. As creative teaching methods in and
outside of class are on the rise in counselor education and supervision (Wells & Dickens,
2020), future researchers may test the learning effectiveness of the SOAP note theory
teaching tool intervention with students in CACREP-accredited programs to see how, if

at all, it aided student outcomes in meeting CACREP Standards. Counselor educators
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could develop measures to explore impactful tools that help students develop their
counselor identity, especially as it relates to theoretical development and practical
application. The design of this tool can serve as a framework for future researchers to
gauge its efficacy, both in and out of the counselor education classroom.
Conclusion

This article was designed within the context of the 2024 CACREP Standards to
provide counselor educators with a practical model for meeting the curricular guidelines
that emphasize the importance of training students/future counselors in comprehensive
counseling theories that serve as the foundation for their clinical work and case
conceptualizations. Not only would this theory teaching tool assist educators and
supervisors with improving student/supervisee engagement but also assist programs in
meeting CACREP Standards for theoretical development. Engaging student/supervisee
critical thinking and bridging the gap in supervision between master’s and post-master’s
learning are two key elements of the tool addressed in this article. Using a teaching tool
aligned with CACREP Standards narrows the learning gap between master’s level
education and post-master’s clinical supervision, as it is indicative of consistent
educational standard alignment that fortifies student/supervisee preparedness consistent
with state licensure standards. Supervisors play a valuable part in student/supervisee
development, especially as they model ethical and theoretically based clinical practice.
As the counselor education and supervision research landscape shifts in the 21st century,
more creative teaching tools with the same developmental goals are critical for meeting
student learning needs and fostering clinical identity development (Bernard & Goodyear,

2019; Halbur & Halbur, 2019; McGhee et al., 2019; Wells & Dickens, 2020).
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