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Abstract. This case study employed a mixed-methods, convergent paral-
lel design to explore how a forensic rehabilitation counseling (FRC) cer-
tificate program provides the unique multidisciplinary training neces-
sary for the development of competent and qualified forensic
rehabilitation counselors. Quantitative methods were used to measure
the difference in pre- and post-program earnings and the frequency of
providing expert witness testimony before and after the program. Quali-
tative methods were used to describe FRC program graduates’ motiva-
tions for enrollment and post-program career trajectories. Additionally,
participants described their experience of the interactions between stu-
dent-to-student, student-to-instructor, and student-to-content. An anal-
ysis of the data revealed that after completion of the program, salary in-
creases were not statistically significant. However, economically, an
average salary increase of approximately $10,000 after completing the
FRC program indicates significant income growth. Similarly, frequency
of expert testimony did not statistically significantly increase. However,
students served as expert witnesses more frequently after the program
as compared to before the program. Participants described their motiva-
tion for enrollment as being related to the specialized nature of the train-
ing and the involvement of the University’s law school. Participants, on
average, received job promotions or were hired in higher-level profes-
sional roles after completion of the program. Students identified the role
of student-to-instructor interaction as a primary component of their sat-
isfaction with the program.
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Forensic rehabilitation counseling is a distinct area of
rehabilitation counseling that requires specialized
training, above and beyond the standard, graduate
level rehabilitation counseling curricula. Despite the
rapid growth of forensic rehabilitation counseling,
there exists a paucity of research specifically related
to this area of practice and even less research explor-
ing how to train competent and skilled forensic reha-
bilitation counselors. As such, there is an imperative
need within the field to start a conversation about how
to provide the unique training necessary for work as a
qualified forensic rehabilitation expert witness. The
current study provides a mixed-methods investigation

of an online FRC graduate certificate program offered
by The George Washington University. A
mixed-methods design was utilized due to the fact
that a strictly qualitative or quantitative approach
would be inadequate to best understand the breadth
of students’ experience of the FRC Program.

The research questions were as follows:
Quantitative Approach

1. Does salary increase from pre-program to
post-program?
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2. Does the average number of times a person served
as an expert witness differ from pre-program to
post-program?

Qualitative Approach

1. How do FRC program graduates describe their
motivation for enrollment, expert witness prepa-
ration and career advancement?

2. How do FRC program graduates describe their
post-program career trajectories?

3. How do FRC program graduates describe the in-
teractions between student-to-instructor, stu-
dent-to-content, and student-to-student in the
FRC program?

Literature Review

Forensic Rehabilitation Counseling

Forensic rehabilitation counseling, a relatively new
field, is the largest growing subset within the practice
of rehabilitation counseling (Barros-Bailey, Benshoff,
Fischer, 2008). The introduction of the vocational ex-
pert (VE) witness began in the public sector as part of
the Social Security Administration (Blackwell, Field,
Johnson, Kelsay, & Neulicht, 2005) and has since be-
come prominent in both the private and public sectors
(Barros-Bailey, Carlisle, & Blackwell, 2010). The dis-
cipline of forensic rehabilitation counseling is distin-
guished by setting (Havranek, 2007), relationships
(Barros-Bailey et al, 2010) and qualifications
(Sleister, 2000). Forensic rehabilitation counseling
services are provided as a part of a legal action and in
a “legal setting” (as cited by Blackwell et al., 2005; and
Sleister, 2000). VEs specialize in varied areas of prac-
tice. The American Board of Vocational Experts
(ABVE) includes the following areas of practice for
VEs: “workers’ compensation, personal injury litiga-
tion, marital dissolution, civil rights, social security
and wrongful death” (ABVE, n.d.).

In 2007, The Forensic Ethics Workgroup, a taskforce

entirely comprised of rehabilitation professionals
with forensic experience, was created by the Commis-
sion on Rehabilitation Counselor Certification
(CRCC) to review and recommend revisions to the
Code that would establish much needed guidelines
specific to forensics (Barros-Bailey et al., 2010). After
thorough discussion and debate, the workgroup pro-
duced a draft of the revisions that was released for
public comment. Comments that were received were
then reviewed and integrated into the final recom-
mendations. As of January 2010, Section F, a new ad-
dition to the Code dedicated entirely to the practice of
forensics and indirect service provisions by rehabilita-
tion counselors, was (and continues to be) in effect
(CRCC, 2010).

Counselor/Client Relationship

A foundational difference between rehabilitation
counseling and forensic rehabilitation counseling is
the counselor/client relationship. In traditional reha-
bilitation counseling the relationship between coun-
selor and client is fostered and considered a vital in-
teraction. In a forensic capacity, no such relationship
is established as forensic rehabilitation counselors
mediate a counselor/client relationship that is more
restricted as compared to the traditional, coun-
selor/client dyad. According to Section F of the CRCC
Code of Ethics (2010), in a forensic setting the client is
defined as an evaluee, “a person who is the subject of
an objective and unbiased evaluation” (p. 1). It is im-
portant to note, however, that the Code (2010) dic-
tates that regardless of the setting, the counselor’s
primary obligation is to the client or evaluee. Section
F mentions the “occasionally competing demands” (p.
16) of the standards governing the forensic rehabilita-
tion counselor’s role in performing forensic activities
and the requirements of the legal system. In these in-
stances, the Code (2010) instructs forensic rehabilita-
tion counselors to make their commitment to the Code
known and take steps to resolve conflicts.

Qualifications of the Expert Witness

The American Board of Vocational Experts (ABVE)

Code of Ethics (2007) defines the expert witness role

as:
a person, who by reason of education or special-
ized training, possesses knowledge of a particular
subject area in greater depth than the public at
large. The vocational expert witness’ role is to pro-
vide assistance to the trier of fact in identifying
the effect of injury or other event on an individ-
ual’s capacity to work, earn money, and/or to
maintain a quality of life (p. 5).

Havranek (2007) puts forth the notion that competent
forensic rehabilitation counseling requires years of re-
habilitation counseling experience and specialized ed-
ucation in the unique demands of the legal system
(Dunn & Kontosh, 2011; Havranek, 2007). Rehabilita-
tion counseling masters degree programs provide the
baseline tools for skill development and application
(Marini et al., 2003). What is missing, however, is the
integration of the legal training and the need to un-
derstand the law in relation to the assessments and
tools used within the rehabilitation counseling disci-
pline (Etheridge, Rodgers, & Fabian 2007; Marini,
Isom, Reid, 2003). In short, without additional train-
ing in FRC, graduate level rehabilitation counselors
are not properly equipped for work in the forensic
realm.
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Disclosure and Informed Consent

The requirement that rehabilitation counselors pro-
vide a professional disclosure statement is another
change within the CRCC Code of Ethics
(2010). The importance of written professional disclo-
sure is reinforced in the new code, as it states that
a counselor must communicate the following to the
consumer, both orally and in writing:

...qualifications, credentials, purposes, goals,
techniques, limitations, the nature of poten-
tial risks and benefits of services, frequency and
length of services, confidentiality and limitations
regarding confidentiality, contingencies for con-
tinuation of services upon incapacitation or death
of counselor, fees and billing arrangements, record
preservation and release policies, risks associated
with electronic communication and legal issues af-
fecting forensic services (Barros-Bailey et
al., 2010; Shaw and Lane, 2008).

Informed consent is also addressed in the CRCC Code
of Ethics (2010). In terms of ethical obligation, an indi-
vidual has a right to know what to expect when work-
ing with a rehabilitation counselor. Expectations are
to be clearly defined at the beginning and throughout
the process (Blackwell & Patterson, 2003). At a mini-
mum, the informed consent provided to the client
must include the nature and purpose of services pro-
vided, along with the risks, benefits and available al-
ternatives upon initiating services with a rehabilita-
tion counselor.

FRC Education

Dunn & Kontosh (2011) delineated two paths to be-
coming a vocational expert: experience followed by ed-
ucation; or education followed by experience. For
many counselors who are already in the field, having
foundational education is appropriate for work in the
public sector and as a rehabilitation counselor. How-
ever, transitioning to the work of forensic rehabilita-
tion counseling requires the refinement of specialized
skills, significant clinical experience and a clear un-
derstanding of the legal system.

In their (2003) article, Schultz and Brooks explored
whether rehabilitation counseling graduates are pre-
pared to work in private sector rehabilitation capaci-
ties. Information was gathered from a round table dis-
cussion at the International Association of
Rehabilitation Professionals (IARP) Conference. At-
tendees thought graduates were “ill prepared for the
roles and functions of the rehabilitation counseling in
the private sector and lacking skill sets in forensic tes-
timony” (Schultz & Brooks, 2003). In addition, accord-
ing to Marini et al. (2003), rehabilitation counselor ed-
ucation programs are not adequately preparing
graduates for forensic rehabilitation employment set-
tings. There is a clear need for further examination of

the role of the rehabilitation counselor and the unique
ethical dilemmas that exist within this specialty.

Dunn and Kontosh (2011) proposed a doctoral pro-
gram in FRC education in order to prepare rehabilita-
tion counselors to work as qualified and appropriately
trained expert witnesses. Their proposal describes,
justifies, and prescribes the necessary next steps for
universities to take in order to meet the demands of
the field, suggesting that a doctoral program in FRC is
what is needed to fill the gap in training and prepara-
tion. Currently, however, there exists a limited array
of training options, and no doctoral FRC programs. As
a result, the qualifications required of FRCs are being
met through other means, namely, through a combi-
nation of on-the-job training and real world experi-
ence (Havranek, 2007). In an effort to expand the field
of FRC, educational opportunities must be developed,
implemented, assessed and revised. At the time of
publication, only two FRC programs are in existence:
GWU’s FRC certificate program, a twelve credit de-
gree seeking program, and University of Florida’s Fo-
rensic Vocational Rehabilitation certificate program,
a nine credit, non-degree certificate.

Distance Education

The ever-increasing academic and professional devel-
opment requirements for national certification and
licensure for counselors has led to a proliferation of
online academic programs offering either masters de-
grees or certification programs (Bollettino &
Bruderlein, 2008). Distance learning is a widely acces-
sible learning method, especially for military, private
industry, people living in remote locations and people
with disabilities who may be unable to participate in
an on-campus, face-to-face program.

In the private sector, competitiveness and the need to
engage in continuous training has created an enor-
mous demand for time-flexible learning opportunities.
Beginning in 1993, rehabilitation counseling educa-
tion programs have employed distance education (Da-
vis & Yazak, 1995) and, in the two decades since, a
growing e-learning industry continues to meet the de-
mands for professional development in rehabilitation
counselor education. A variety of models of distance
education have been applied based on the specific
needs of rehabilitation counseling students (Dziekan
& Main, 2012). The combination of traditional class-
room instruction and multiple distance learning mo-
dalities has been introduced as a hybrid model in re-
cent years (Dziekan & Main, 2012).

Distance Education Defined

At the postsecondary level, most Internet web-based
instruction is based on individual faculty members’
designing their own courses via an online learning
management system such as Blackboard or Web CT,
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and offering the course to a class size that parallels
the classroom based model. According to Egan &
Akdere (2005) online distance education is defined as
those courses in which at least 80 percent of the course
content is delivered online. “Face-to-face” or tradi-
tional classroom instruction includes those courses in
which zero to 29 percent of the content is delivered on-
line (Egan & Akdere, 2005). The remaining alterna-
tive, hybrid instruction, is defined as having between
30 percent and 80 percent of the course content deliv-
ered online (Egan & Akdere, 2005). Distance educa-
tion is also defined as a potential and effective tool for
promoting rehabilitation education on regional, na-
tional, and international levels (Dziekan & Main,
2012).

Strengths of Web-Based Learning

In their review of the distance education literature,
Simonson, Schlosser, and Orellana (2011) compared
two major areas of research: barriers to the application
of distance education and empirically supported best
practices. The authors concluded that online learning
could be as effective as traditional learning (Simonson
et al., 2011). In a qualitative study exploring the expe-
rience of students enrolled in an online school-counsel-
ing program, it was found that students refer to online
delivery as an “enhanced learning environment...”
(Hallford, 2012). Hallford (2012) suggested that “as on-
line and face to face instruction are not exactly the
same, there is room for creative license in creating new
learning experiences for the students that may surpass
what exists in the traditional classroom” (p. 60).

Rehabilitation Counseling and Online
Education

Several studies report that students taking courses
online perceived their quality of learning as equiva-
lent to students enrolled in RCE programs that rely
solely on traditional, face to face learning (Simonson
et al., 2011; Mansouri, 2003; Eldredge et al., 1999).
There are, however, few studies that assess how effec-
tive distance education is when used for areas of
learning that require the development of clinical
skills. According to the most recent (2008-2011) An-
nual Profile of Council on Rehabilitation Education
(CORE), accredited programs require a range of 48 to
68 credits; include an average of 23.9 credit hours ob-
tained via online education (CORE, 2011). No re-
search exists specifically exploring distance learning
and FRC education.

Graduate Certificate Programs

Emener, Evans, Lowe, & Richard (2001) suggest re-
quirements for graduate certificate programs include
being housed and operated by a degree-granting de-
partment within an accredited college/university.

Courses should be taken in a progressive sequence
with content focused on a specific and central theme
throughout the entirety of the program. Defined and
monitored admission standards should be enforced
and completion should be a requirement. Lastly, the
faculty and the school should endorse both the curric-
ula and program (Emener et al., 2001). The proposed
online graduate certificate program meets all of these
criteria.

FRC Certificate Program

The George Washington University (GWU) Forensic
Rehabilitation Counseling (FRC) Certificate Program
provides an online, collaborative, multidisciplinary
and multi-modal learning approach, designed to pre-
pare rehabilitation counselors to work as expert wit-
nesses. Curricula covers areas such as the role of
counselors in the legal system, the ethical standards
expected of expert witnesses, and the business aspects
of successful forensic counseling practice. Students
learn the intricacies of courtroom testimony and the
fiscal importance of forensic issues such as personal
injury, medical malpractice, life care planning, mari-
tal dissolution, product liability, or catastrophic in-
jury. The FRC program brings together courses in-
structed by experienced, Ph.D. level forensic
rehabilitation counselors as well as faculty from
GWU’s Law School. Counselors seeking additional ed-
ucation for certification or licensure also benefit from
this program as courses can apply to the coursework
required by state licensing boards to obtain counsel-
ing licensure. Finally, many FRC students utilize the
four graduate level courses for continuing education
units (CEUs) for current credentials (CRC, LPC,
CDMS).

The FRC Program follows an asynchronous distance
education format. Course activities, assignments and
assessments are completed online and, therefore, do
not require students to reside near or commute to a
campus. This facet of distance education provides in-
creased access to students with disabilities. Black-
board learning management system provides a vari-
ety of tools used to encourage active student
involvement and interaction. Online technology is
used to facilitate discussions, submit assignments,
complete assessments, view video lectures and en-
ables direct communication between students and in-
structors.

Coursework

The FRC program includes four three-credit courses:
(1) Foundation of Forensic Rehabilitation Counseling
I; (2) Foundation of Forensic Rehabilitation Counsel-
ing IT; (3) Law and the Rehabilitation Consultant; and
(4) Disability and Case Management. The first course,
Foundation of Forensic Rehabilitation Counseling I,
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presents an overview of the roles and functions of re-
habilitation professionals who provide forensic ser-
vices in matters of litigation. Topics covered include
medical assessments, labor market data and surveys,
transferable skills analysis, job analysis, and informa-
tion regarding civil suits. Ethical standards, practices
and common situations found in the litigation process
are reviewed and thoroughly examined. Students be-
come deeply acquainted with forensic rehabilitation
services, instruments utilized, Social Security and
Supplemental Security, personal injury, medical mal-
practice, divorce, Workers’ Compensation and mar-
keting forensic rehabilitation services.

The second course in the progression, Foundation of
Forensic Rehabilitation Counseling II, is a continua-
tion of the initial Foundation course. This class pro-
vides a deeper focus on the business aspects of FRC
practices. In addition, students examine the role of the
Vocational Evaluator with respect to life care plans,
loss of earnings capacity, assistive technology, facti-
tious disorders, and federal court rules & laws.

In Law and the Rehabilitation Consultant, the stu-
dents learn about procedures with respect to legal and
court proceedings; the qualifications and functions of
the expert witness, non-testifying consultant, and fo-
rensic experts in state and federal venues. Wrongful
death, consortium claims and cross-examination are
discussed at length. Students become familiar with
court rules and procedures, specifically: admissibility
of evidence and opinion, discovery and work product,
hearsay, employment law, discrimination, and medi-
cal and professional malpractice. This course is of-
fered in collaboration with faculty from GWU’s Law
School.

The final course, Disability and Case Management is
the culmination of all of the learning completed in the
previous courses as students are required to apply and
integrate the content of readings, lectures, discus-
sions, and experiences as they work with actual, re-
dacted case studies. Course topics include: establish-
ing a forensic practice, evaluation of a case, providing
a deposition, testifying in court, federal rules of civil
procedures, and the admissibility of expert testimony.

Interactions

Johnston (2005) posited that as a result of their asyn-
chronous natures, online classrooms provide a situa-
tional difference in student-to-student, student-to-in-
structor, and student-to-content interactions (p. 54).
The researchers of the current study utilized these
three areas as a means of examining the multiple
modes of interaction built into the FRC program
framework.

Student-to-instructor interaction. Studies show
that distance education works best when students feel
that instructors are accessible. Sounder (1993) found

that students at a distance site perceived a greater
connection between the professor and student than
those enrolled in the same course via a traditional
classroom (Johnston, 2005). The GWU FRC program
encourages student/instructor interaction via email
and Skype. Student questions and feedback are wel-
comed and instructor response time is immediate. In-
structors also offer the opportunity for students to
communicate over the phone, thus enabling direct
contact.

Student-to-student interaction. A significant com-
ponent to the program involves student-to-student in-
teraction. Students are required to participate in an
ongoing, robust online discussion. Each week, stu-
dents are asked to develop an original topical thread
consisting of a one to two page posting in APA format.
Students are required to provide feedback to other
students. Discussion questions and threads are used
to challenge students to synthesize course content as
opposed to mere reiteration. Students participate in
three to five threaded discussions each week. These
posts can be informal and facilitate community build-
ing and collaborative thinking.

Student-to-content interaction. Each of the se-
quential courses require that students complete
weekly readings, post an original discussion topic,
participate in discussions online with other students,
write a mid-term paper on a specified topic, and com-
plete a course project related to forensic counseling.
The mid-term papers provide the students the oppor-
tunity to learn about a specific topic of interest in the
course, initially they can choose their own topic. Final
projects are centered on what the students should be
prepared to experience in the field. Topics include:
web site analysis, loss of earnings assessment, the fo-
rensic consultant interview, Social Security Disability
(SSDI), workers’ compensation, medical malpractice,
divorce and personal injury cases.

Purpose

In the current study, as a counterpoint to Dunn and
Kuntosh’s (2011) study which proposes the need for a
doctorate in forensic rehabilitation counseling, the re-
searchers suggest that doctoral study, an academic
endeavor requiring an extended time commitment,
does not reflect the emerging needs of the field. The
researchers believe that the majority of rehabilitation
counselors seeking FRC training work full-time or
have their own private practice or company and are
not looking for a long-term training program. In an ef-
fort to propose online graduate FRC certificate pro-
grams (GCPs) as a viable way to expand the field of
FRC, accommodate student needs, and provide an ap-
propriate level of in depth training, the current study
provides an exploratory case study of a FRC graduate
certificate program. Quantitative methods were used
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to measure the difference in pre- and post-program
earnings and the frequency of expert witness testi-
mony experienced before and after the program. Qual-
itative methods were used to describe FRC program
graduate’s motivations for enrollment and post-pro-
gram career trajectories. Additionally, participant’s
descriptions of the interactions between stu-
dent-to-student, student-to-instructor, and stu-
dent-to-content were collected.

Methodology

A mixed-methods, convergent parallel design was uti-
lized in this study. The researchers selected this ap-
proach because they believed that a strictly qualita-
tive or quantitative approach would be inadequate to
describe the breadth of students’ experience of the
FRC Program. A convergent parallel design dictates
that the researcher collects qualitative and quantita-
tive data concurrently, analyzes the data sets sepa-
rately and then the two data sets are merged for inter-
pretation.

Case Study

Defined by Merriam (2009) as “an in-depth descrip-
tion and analysis of a bounded system” (p.40),
case study was designated as an appropriate method-
ology for the current study meets this criteria. The
phenomenon the researchers seek to understand is, to
use Merriam’s (2009) terminology, “intrinsically
bounded” (p. 41) within a unit of analysis. The unit of
analysis is the FRC Program. Existing research has
informed the research questions, but there is no as-
sumption that the research question and possible con-
structs are immutable as, in case study methodology,
questions and constructs may shift throughout the
study. Case study methodology is inductive due to the
fact that data collection and analysis should be a si-
multaneous process (Merriam, 2008, p. 169). Equally
as important, case study does not negate or try to min-
imize the researcher’s biases, worldview, assump-
tions, etc. Critical self-reflection is considered a vi-
tal part of the research endeavor. The current case
study is exploratory in nature.

Participants

The purposive sample included graduates of GWU’s
Graduate School of Education and Human Develop-
ment FRC Certificate Program. Email addresses were
obtained via admission applications submitted by stu-
dents upon entrance into the program. A total of 25
participants were included in the study. There were
37 students who received the e-mail invitation. Of the
37 students invited to participate, 25 completed the
survey (an approximate return rate of 67%). Prior to
participant recruitment, approval was obtained from

the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the Office of
Human Research at The George Washington Univer-
sity. The only selection criterion was that participants
completed a FRC program. Participation in the study
consisted of providing answers, both qualitative and
quantitative, via an online questionnaire.

Of the 25 participants, 56% of participants were fe-
male, 44% male. The mean age was 36 years. The ra-
cial breakdown was as follows: African American
(17%), Caucasian (75%), Hispanic/Latino (12.5%), and
multiracial (4%). The majority of participants had
completed a masters degree (76%), 4% of participants
reported that they had a bachelors degree, 20% indi-
cated that they completed an alternative level of edu-
cation (Ph.D., chiropractic training, post-graduate
certificates, etc.).

Forensic rehabilitation counseling was the primary
area of practice for 40% of the sample, 20% worked in
private rehabilitation counseling, 16% in disability
management or workers compensation, 8% in per-
sonal injury, 4% in long and short-term disability and
12% of the sample reported that they worked in other
work settings including rehabilitation for the blind,
forensic economics or as a vocational expert. Forensic
rehabilitation counseling was selected as secondary
area of practice for 36% of the sample. Other second-
ary areas of practice included disability manage-
ment/workers compensation (20%), personal injury
(24%), long and short-term disability (12%), private
rehabilitation (12%), no secondary area of practice
(12%) and alternative area of practice (16%) including
career counseling and social security. Approximately
half of the sample works in urban (52%) areas, with
other half of participants at an equal split between ru-
ral (36%), and suburban (836%) areas of practice. For
each demographic question the participants were able
to select multiple options, thus the total percentages
do not add up to 100%. Participants’ certifications
were varied including (among others): Commission on
Rehabilitation Counseling Certification (CRC), LPC
Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC), American
Board of Vocational Experts (ABVE), certified disabil-
ity management specialist (CDMS), licensed clinical
social worker (LCSW), physician’s assistant, psychol-
ogist, professor, and registered nurse (RN). The mean
amount of professional work experience was 10 years.

Data Collection and Measures

FRC graduates who agreed to participate in the study
did so by clicking a survey link from Survey Gizmo, an
Internet-based survey website, that was delivered via
e-mail invitation. Following the initial dissemination,
the researchers sent a follow-up email two weeks later
to potential participants in an effort to maximize the
response rate. Participants need only click on the link
provided (or copy and paste the link into a browser) to
retrieve the survey. Prior to dissemination, the re-
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searchers tested the survey to ensure that it was prop-
erly compiling data. The data collected was automati-
cally compiled from the web survey Surveygizmo.com
and then exported into SPSS for Windows.

Along with the survey link, participants were also
sent an informed consent electronically which in-
formed participants that they could voluntarily with-
draw from the study at any time, what would be done
with the information they provide, the intent of the
current study, limitations of confidentiality, and a
statement about known risks and benefits associated
with their participation. Participants were informed
that the survey would take approximately 15-20 min-
utes to complete. The surveys did not collect any iden-
tifying information as a means of protecting the ano-
nymity of participants.

The questionnaire used in this study was developed
by the researchers and consisted of three sections: de-
mographic information, program experience, and
post-program review. The demographic information
collected included gender, age, ethnicity, primary and
secondary areas of practice (public, private, forensic,
etc.), primary geographic area (rural, urban, subur-
ban), highest degree achieved, GPA and major of that
degree, professional licensure and certifications, state
of licensure, years of experience in forensic rehabilita-
tion prior to applying to the FRC program, years of at-
tendance in the FRC program, and GPA in the FRC
program. The question types used in the survey in-
cluded Likert scale, multiple choice, and open-ended
questions.

Qualitative data were extracted from responses to the
open-ended questions. There were 155 statements ex-
tracted from the open-ended questions. The coding pro-
cess was completed in multiple steps and any one re-
sponse could be coded into multiple categories. Three
independent raters coded the data. Inter-rater reliabil-
ity was used to assess the degree to which different rat-
ers agreed or disagreed in their assessment deci-
sions. Where there were different responses, an agreed
upon algorithm and discussion were used to develop
consensus. These data were initially organized and
coded based on the question asked on the survey in-
strument, e.g., “Please explain why you chose GWU’s
FRC Certificate Program.” A second coding analysis on
the data was performed to review the raw responses
with respect to the interaction topics discussed in the
literature review, “Student to Student,” “Student to
Content,” and “Student to Instructor” categories. Once
coded, the data was then analyzed and interpreted by
the research team.

Results

Quantitative

There was no statistically significant change in salary
from before beginning the FRC program (M=%$72,066,
SD=$30,130) to after completion of the FRC program
(M=$82,000, SD=$47,822), t (12)=1.406, p=. 185, r =
.88, d = .39. However, the low sample size and low re-
sponse rate to the salary question resulted in low sta-
tistical power for significance testing. Descriptively,
on average salary increased nearly $10,000 from pre-
to post-FRC program (d = .39). While not statistically
significant, an increase of approximately $10,000 for a
12-credit certificate program within one year can be
considered economically significant.

Though not statistically significant, the average num-
ber of times participants served as an expert witness
increased from pre-program (M=471, SD=1264) to the
total number of times (pre- and post-program com-
bined; M=603, SD=1608), t (16)=1.504, p=. 152, d=. 36
(see Figure 1). Of note was the large amount of vari-
ability associated with participant’s responses to these
questions, as indicated by the standard deviations
(min=0, max=6500). Furthermore, this trend is ex-
pected over time because it is impossible for this num-
ber to decrease from pre- to post-test. Within two
months of completing the program, participants served
as an expert witness as a group on average 132
(SD=372) times.

Qualitative

The first qualitative research question asks how FRC
program graduates describe their motivations for en-
rollment, expert witness preparation, and career ad-
vancement. The following findings were indicated:

Motivations for enrollment. The FRC Certificate
Program is specifically targeted for rehabilitation pro-
fessionals who have experience in the field and have a
working knowledge of rehabilitation counseling. Most
students indicated that they had several years and,
for some, two to three decades of prior experience. Stu-
dent motivations for seeking education in forensic re-
habilitation counseling included: “updating skills and
expanding knowledge,” “intellectual fulfillment,” “ca-
reer advancement,” and “to understand concepts spe-
cific to forensic rehabilitation counseling.” Specific
motivations for selecting GWU’s FRC Certificate Pro-
gram included: “school and program reputation and
prestige,” “curriculum content,” “multidisciplinary
perspective,” “law school participation,” “professors
and instructors,” “cost,” and “flexibility in scheduling.”
One student wrote, “GWU is at the forefront of foren-
sic studies.”

Expert witness preparation. The program seeks to
prepare students for being an expert witness in a
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Figure 1. Number of times served as an expert witness before and after completing the FRC program.

court of law. When asked whether or not students felt
adequately prepared to testify as an expert witness re-
sponses included: “Yes, but I would have liked a mock
trial,” “Yes, but there is no substitution for actual ex-
perience,” and “I would have preferred more hands-on
experience.” Areas that students wanted added to the
curriculum included more practice in deposition or
trial testimony, a practicum/internship, mentorship,
and a law course that was more focused on civil litiga-
tion and testimony of VEs. Desire for a practical com-
ponent was consistent throughout participant re-
sponses. The students who did not feel prepared
attributed their skill deficiency to the lack of previous
experience. These students felt that they needed more
preparation than the program provided. Students
who felt adequately prepared wrote statements such
as, “The knowledge imparted was key to the testifying
process. I would have never felt more comfortable.”

Career trajectories. Students who participated in
the program had varied responses to whether or not
they believed the program to have contributed to the
advancement of their careers. Many students felt that
completion of the program made them more attractive
to employers. Statements supporting this notion
were, “|[the program] adds to my resume and depth of
knowledge,” “attorneys view my CV and me as a pro-
fessional with updated skills and education,” “I have
been able to be more selective in my work and I am
adapting my career in the direction I had planned,” “I
have already received a legal malpractice referral
based on my resume,” and “... [the program] contrib-
uted to my positive reputation as a vocalional expert.”
Students who did not feel that the program assisted
them in their career aspirations provided responses

related to the desire for additional support in
post-program employment assistance. Several stu-
dents made comments indicating that work as a foren-
sic rehabilitation counselor takes time and they have
yet to be promoted. One student wrote, “Only time will
tell.” Pre-program/post-program job changes in-
cluded: Rehabilitation Counselor to Vocational Ex-
pert, Field Agent to Vocational Consultant, Rehabili-
tation Manager to Vocational Expert, Disability
Management Specialist to Vocational Expert.

Interactions

The second qualitative research question asks how
FRC program graduates describe the interactions be-
tween student-to-instructor, student-to-student, and
student-to-content. The questions were not asked di-
rectly with respect to these interactions, however,
based on the literature review, these categories were
available to the coders, and resulted in extensive use
in this analysis. The following findings were indi-
cated:

Student-to-instructor. The courses are divided by
content, and therefore, the instructors were specific to
the course content. A faculty member of the Rehabili-
tation Counseling program, who is a forensic rehabili-
tation counselor by training and trade, taught the Fo-
rensic Rehabilitation Counseling specific courses and
a George Washington University Law School profes-
sor, who is a lawyer by training and trade, taught the
legal course.

The Student to instructor relationship resulted in 17
positive and 5 negative results. The majority of the
positive results were focused on the interaction with
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the forensic rehabilitation-counseling professor, in
multiple instances, reporting his name in response to
the question of positive aspects of the program. The
positive comments highlighted the feedback and the
structure provided by the instructor: “The course was
definitely worth attending and has helped a great
deal. The instructor was dynamic and ensured we
kept moving forward and completed course work in a
timely manner which was helpful;” while another stu-
dent reported: “I enjoyed participating in the FRC pro-
gram, interacting with classmates who had a great
deal of info to share, and found the professors engag-
ing. I would certainly recommend it.” Several partici-
pants commented on the weekly video lectures pro-
vided by the instructor. Students reported that the
video lectures helped them feel more connected to the
University and added an element of “personalization
to the instruction.”

Four out of five of the negative comments were fo-
cused on the lack of interaction with the law professor,
as an example:

Twould have liked to receive feedback and partici-
pation from the professor to weekly submissions
throughout the program to know that my input
was valuable, on-target or if it needed further re-
search, work, etc. It is great to have the support of
peers but if a student does not know that a profes-
sor is actively participating in an online course,
then it becomes more of a peer-guided course
rather than a formal educational program with
the exception of following an established curricu-
lum.

Students indicated that they “appreciated the oppor-
tunity to engage with course content related to expert
witness testimony”. However, there was a desire for a
legal curriculum that was more related to vocational
rehabilitation counseling and FRC. One participant
reported, “There was a lack of instruction regarding
the application of vocational rehabilitation and reha-
bilitation in forensic settings.”

Student-to-student. The students were provided op-
portunities to interact on-line. As with the Student to
Instructor category above, there was not a specific
question asked about the student-to-student interac-
tion. The final coding resulted in 11 positive com-
ments, and 1 negative comment with respect to stu-
dent-to-student interaction. The negative comment
referred to needing an awareness that each student
had a different background, “All participants were not
practicing in this capacity. So keeping this in mind
when providing instruction and including elements
that represents this type of learner.” The positive re-
sults revolved around learning from other students,
and gaining from their experience: “Interacting with
and learning from classmates who have had years of
experience in the field and knew different areas of
FRC;” and “Even though it was online there were so

many personal connections through discussions.”
Others referred to “learning” from each other, and
“networking” with each other.

Student-to-content. The Student to content area ap-
peared to have the most influence on the respondents
as the statements resulted in 81 positive and 35 nega-
tive results. The positive feedback was classified into
subcategories of (1) knowledge expansion, (2) skill up-
date; (3) skill application; and (4) integration. Knowl-
edge expansion included comments from students
starting with a “foundation,” and having had previous
“experience,” one student commented: “I felt I needed
more professional development in vocational rehabili-
tation and this was a good place to start. I wanted to
learn the basics and also more about specific areas in
depth. My employer also encouraged it.” The skill up-
date was about adding to already existing toolbox of
skills, students referenced “reinforcing” their skillset,
“utilizing” their existing skillset, and creating a feel-
ing of “comfort;” “My research supported that this pro-
gram was more closely aligned with my past training
and philosophy.”

With respect to the skill application, students looked to
apply what they were learning: “It assisted me by pro-
viding real life examples/experience to apply to the pro-
grams topics.” Finally, one or two students commented
positively about the integration with the law school “I
liked the idea that there was a connection with the
School of Law.” The majority of the negative were fo-
cused on lack of opportunities for “internship,” “mock
trial,” “mock expert testimony,” and the need for “expe-
rience.” One student’s comment summarizes it: “Pro-
vide students with a mock trial experience where they
prepare for testimony as an expert witness in a given
case.”

Discussion

This study surveyed participants of the FRC program.
The results provided valuable data regarding FRC pro-
gram participants’ changes in salary, expert witness
experience and career advancement. Havranek (2007)
and Dunn and Kontosh (2011) proposed the notion that
competent forensic rehabilitation counseling requires
years of rehabilitation counseling experience and spe-
cialized education in the unique demands of the legal
system. Students’ description of the FRC program con-
tent details “specialized” FRC training as part of specif-
ically sequenced curricula. Students’ reports also re-
flect the view of Marini et al. (2003) who claim that re-
habilitation counseling master’s degree programs do
not provide for adequate skill development and appli-
cation in forensic work. Legal training must be inte-
grated into the counseling coursework so that students
understand the law in relation to the assessments and
tools used within the rehabilitation counseling disci-
pline (Etheridge et al., 2007; Marini et el., 2003).
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The FRC certificate program provides students with
the skills needed to testify as an expert witness in a
court of law. Students who graduated from the pro-
gram indicated that their earnings increased on aver-
age by approximately $10,000 after completing the
FRC program. In addition, participants reported that
they also experienced an increase in the number of
times that they testified after completing the program.
The quantitative results found that participants in-
creased their frequency of testifying and on average
testified nearly eight times (7.76) within two months of
completing the FRC program. A vocational expert that
testifies on average seven to eight times within a two
month period should be making a good salary and is re-
flected in the mean increase of FRC graduates earn-
ings. While statistical significance was not found for
the quantitative results, it can be concluded that this
increase in expert witness experience can be consid-
ered to have a significant practical utility. Thus, the
program provides a profitable return on investment, as
testifying as an expert witness can be a career chang-
ing experience that promotes revenue and opens doors
to new areas of practice and increased referrals.

The findings of this study support the idea that online
education can be an effective and multi-faceted way to
learn. Simonson et al. (2011) compared two major ar-
eas of research: barriers to the application of distance
education and empirically supported best practices.
The authors concluded that DE could be as effective as
traditional learning. Hallford (2012) suggested that
“as online and face to face instruction are not exactly
the same, there is room for creative license in creating
new learning experiences for the students that may
surpass what exists in the traditional classroom” (p.
60). The participants’ comments regarding the weekly
video lectures indicated an appreciation for a distance
education learning experience that included a person-
alized learning component. The experience of being
able to see your instructor, as opposed to only knowing
them via email or discussion boards, appeared, from
the students’ perspective, to be a very welcome addi-
tion to the curriculum.

With respect to the interactions, as previously de-
noted from Johnston (2005), the distinct categories of
interactions between students and instructors, stu-
dents and content, and students and students were
very much a part of the responses in the qualitative
review. The students’ interactions with the instruc-
tors and content carried a greater weight than inter-
actions with each other. It appears that the compo-
nent of the training with which the students were
familiar, i.e. having a counseling instructor, receiving
immediate feedback, and learning about the factual
foundalion information, met the expectations of the
students and overall received feedback that was posi-
tive to the program, school, and instructor.

Where the responses were negative appeared to be
where expectations were not met. There are some
clear-cut requests and examples of wanting an experi-
ential component added to the program, students
were vocal about this. However, the polar responses
between the experience with the counseling related
courses and the law course appeared to have more
than falling short of expectations. Sounder’s (1993) re-
port of accessibility was a driver in the feedback spe-
cifically between the feel of accessibility with one in-
structor and with the feel of lack of accessibility from
the other. Again, the students were clear about want-
ing immediate feedback, however, in retrospect, is
that how law school professors provide interaction to
law students? Is this a question of pedagogical
style? Does that address more than just the immedi-
ate feedback? These questions cannot be answered
from the results of this survey, an option could be to
further study this in another research project, or con-
sider options for managing student expectations for
the law related courses.

The studies showed that instructor accessibility was
key to student satisfaction; a limitation of this study
was the lack of definition of accessibility. The review
of this question could also consider further explora-
tion into experiential components such as the mock
trial, or expert witness role-play the students re-
quested. However, completing a mock trial would be
difficult to complete online and would require a hybrid
component where the students travel to GWU and at-
tend GW’s School of Law.

Overall, students indicated that the strongest compo-
nent of the program was the quality of the instruction.
The instructor was described as “knowledgeable,” “dy-
namic” and having “expertise.” Interaction that was
specifically cited as helpful included feedback from in-
structor and video lectures. Other strengths included
the program structure, flexibility of online learning,
and “making personal connections with and learning
from classmates.” Weakest components included lack
of practical testimony information, no mock trial, and
the online format. Content and instruction of the law
class, Law and the Rehabilitation Consultant, was
found to be particularly lacking. Several students in-
dicated that the law class was a stark contrast to the
other courses as the course content was “off topic” and
the instructor provided limited feedback to students.
The potential addition of video lectures by the law
school instructor may mitigate some of the dissatisfac-
tion in students’ interaction.

Conclusion

Limitations

The results of this study cannot be generalized to
other populations or settings as the sample represents
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the unique makeup of FRC program graduates. The
questionnaire used was not tested for reliability or va-
lidity. Qualitative methods were included in an effort
to provide a more complex understanding and descrip-
tion of participants’ experiences in the program. A
limitation of qualitative research is a lack of validity
and reliability. Researcher bias must be taken into
consideration as the principal investigator serves as
Director of the FRC program and the secondary re-
searcher serves as a doctoral level research assistant
for the FRC program. Qualitative analysis is inher-
ently subjective, as findings are shaped by the re-
searcher’s knowledge and interpretation and, there-
fore, different researchers may produce varied
findings. Limitations of the quantitative analysis are
related to the low sample size and low statistical
power. The analysis was descriptive in nature and
causality cannot be inferred.

Recommendations for Future Research

This study represents a step towards better under-
standing the value of graduate certificate programs in
FRC. With only two certificate programs in the coun-
try specializing in FRC, the field could benefit from
collaboration between GWU and University of Florida
to assess the needs of the students seeking these cer-
tificates. Longitudinal studies that can provide a more
complex understanding of the long-term benefits of
the program will shed further light on the significance
of a program of this type and in this content area. As
there are more graduates, an increased sample size
will enable further statistical analysis. Although ex-
ploratory in nature, this study has implications for the
further development of graduate certificate programs
specializing in FRC. From the findings of this study, it
appears that students benefit from increased stu-
dent-to-instructor contact when engaged in distance
education environments. Continued exploration of
how to provide creative and fruitful interactions be-
tween students and instructors, other students and
the course content will enable educators to better
serve their students. Future research should also fo-
cus on establishing formalized training standards and
competencies for forensic rehabilitation counselors.

References

American Board of Vocational Exg:erts (2007). Code of
ethics. Santa Cruz, CA: Author. Retrieved from
http/fwww.abve. net/Asset,s/ABVE_Code_of_Ethlcs

_2007_cover.pdf

American Board of Vocational Experts. (n.d.). Mem-
bership: Areas of expertise. Retrieved from http:/
www.abve.net/areasexpertise.htm

Allen, 1. E., & Seaman, J. (2013). Changing course:
Ten year of trackmg online education in the
United States. Wellesley, MA: Babson College.

Allen, E., & Seaman, J. (2006). Making the grade.
Sloan Consortium. Retrieved May 1, 2009, from
www.sloan-c.org

Barros-Bailey, M., Benshoff, J. J., & Fischer, J. (2008).
Rehabilitation counseling in the year 2011: Percep-
tions of certified rehabilitation counselors. Journal
of Applied Rehabilitation Counseling, 39(4), 39-45.
Retrieved from http:/search.proquest.com/docview/
2164836367accountid=11243

Barros-Bailey, M., Carlisle, J., & Blackwell, T. L.
(2010). Forensic ethics and indirect practice for
the rehabilitation counselor. Journal of Applied
Rehabilitation Counseling, 41(2), 42—47 Re-
trieved from http:/search.proquest.com/docview/
577388686%accountid=11243

Blackwell, T. L., & Patterson, J. B, (2003). Ethlcal
and legal 1mphca1;10ns of informed consent in re-
habilitation counseling. Journal of Applied Re-
habilitation Counseling, 34(1), 3-9.

Blackwell, T. L., Field, T. F., Johnson, C. B., Kelsay,
M., & Neulicht, A. T. (2005). The vocational ex-
pert: Revised and updated. Athens, GA: Elliott &
Fitzpatrick.

Bollettino, V., & Bruderlein, C. (2008). Training human-
itarian professionals at a distance: Testing the feasi-
bility of distance learning with humanitarian pro-
fessionals. Distance Education, 29, 269-287.

Commission on Rehabilitation Counselor Certification.
(2011). Annu. eéJro}‘ile of CORE accredited pro-
grams. Retrieved from http:/www.core-rehab.org/
Files/Doc/PDF/AnnualProfiles/2008-2011.pdf

Commission on Rehabilitation Counselor Certification.
(2010). Code of Professional Ethics. Schaumburg,
IL: Author. Retrieved from http:// www.crccertifica-
tion.com/filebin/pdf/CRCCodeOfEthics.pdf

Davis, A., & Yazak, D. (1995). Implementation and
accreditation issues in the development of dis-
tance learning programs. Rehabilitation Educa-
tion, 9(4), 293-307.

Dunn, P. L., Kontosh, L. G. (2011). A proposal for doc-
toral education in vocational forensics. Journal
of Forensic Rehabilitation Abstracts, 1(2), 87-97.

Dziekan, K., & Main, D. (2012). Distance education
within the 21st century and its application to re-
habilitation education. Rehabilitation Research,
Policy & Education, 26(4), 297-304.

Egan, T., & Akdere, M. (2005). Clarifying distance edu-
cation roles and competencies: Exploring Similari-
ties and differences between professional and stu-
dent practitioner perspectives. The American
Journal of Distance Education, 19, 87-103.

Eldredge, G. M., McNamara, S., Stensrud, R., Gilbride,
D., Hendren, G., Siegfried, T., & McFarlane, F.
(1999). Distance education: A look at five programs.
Rehabilitation Education, 13(3), 231-248.

Emener, W., Evans, T. D., Lowe, R. E., Richard, M. A.
(2001). Graduate certificate programs: An excel-
lent complement to rehabilitation counselor edu-



160

Beveridge et al.

cation programs in the new millennium. Rehabil-
itation Education, 15(3), 243.

Ethridge, G., Rodgers, R. A, & Fabian, E. S. (2007).
Emerging roles, functions, specialty areas, and em-
ployment setti for contemporary rehabilitation
practice. Journal of Applied Rehabilitation. Counsel-
ing, 38(4), 27-33. Retrieved from http//search.pro
quest.com/docview/216473759%accountid=11243

Hallford, A. (2012). Transforming a traditional
school counseling graduate program to distance
learning: The student experience. Education
2012, 2(4), 58-61. doi: 10/5923/j.edu.20120204.01

Havranek, J. E. (2007). Advanced issues in forensic reha-
bilitation (Vol. 1). Athens, GA: Elliott & Fitzpatrick.

Johnston, C. (2005). Establishing a formal training pro-
gram to prepare rehabilitation counselors for expert
testimony. (Order No. 3182748, The Ohio State Uni-
versity). ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 164—184.
Retrieved from http//search. proquest.com/docview/

305423931?accountid=11243. (305423931).

Mansouri, M. (2003). Perceptions of first-time partici-
pants in a state-agency sponsored online gradu-
ate program and their implications for online ed-
ucation planning, development and support.
(Doctoral Dissertation, Virginia Commonwealth
University, 2003). Dissertation Abstracts Inter-
national, 64(01A), 59.

Marini, I., Isom, R., & Reid, C. (2003). Integrating life
care planning and expert testimony into rehabili-

tation education. Rehabilitation Education,
17(4), 248-255.

Merriam, S. B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide
for design and implementation. San Francisco,
CA: Jossey-Bass.

Shahnasarian, M. (2002). The rehabilitation counselor
as forensic expert, life care planner, and case man-
ager in catastrophic disability: A case illustration.
Journal of Applied Rehabilitation Counseling,
33(4), 5-9. Retrieved from httpv/search.proquest.
con/ docview/216471756%accountid=11243

Schultz, J. C., & Brooks, D. J. (2003). Issues of educa-
tion and professional preparation for the private
rehabilitation counseling sector. Rehabilitation
Education, 17(4), 256-262.

Shaw, L. R., & Lane, F. J. (2008). Ethical consulta-
tion: Content analysis of the advisory opinion ar-
chive of the commission on rehabilitation counselor
certification. Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin,
51(8), 170-176. Retrieved from http//search.pro
quest.com/docview/213918560%accountid=11243

Simonson, M., Schlosser, C., & Orellana, A. (2011).
Distance education research: A review of the lit-

erature. Journal of Computing in Higher Educa-
tion, 23(2-3), 124-142.

Sleister, S. (2000). Separating the wheat from the
chaff: The role of the vocational expert in forensic

vocational rehabilitation. Journal of Vocational
Rehabilitation, 14(2), 119.

Sounder, W. E. (1993) The effectiveness of traditional vs.
satellite delivery in three management of technol-
ogy master’s degree programs. The American Jour-
nal of Distance Education, 7(1), 37-52.

form.

Name:

CEU INFORMATION

This article has been approved for continuing education credits from CRC, CCM, CDMS through the IARP Certifica-
tion Maintenance Program. To qualify for CEUs, you must complete the exam following the article and the evaluation

Address:

City, State, Zip:

Phone: Fax:

Email:

Fees: $30 IARP Members

Credit Card #:

Name as it appears on card:

$40 Non-Members Amount Due:

Payment Type O Visa O Master Card O AmEx O Check
Exp. Date:

Check#:

Signature:

may be faxed to 847-657-6963. -

Make check payable to International Association of Rehabilitation Professionals and mail to IARP CEU Processing,
1926 Waukegan Rd, Suite 300, Glenview, IL 60025-1770. This application along with the evaluation form and exam




