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Overview
As counselor education programs seek innovative ways to prepare students to serve increasingly diverse communities, immersive technologies are emerging as promising training tools. Virtual reality (VR) simulations allow students to engage with realistic client scenarios that incorporate multiple layers of counseling practice, including cultural identity, systemic barriers, complex interpersonal dynamics, and ethical decision-making. These immersive environments provide experiential learning opportunities that can be difficult to replicate through traditional classroom role-plays or case studies. By expanding the ways students practice and reflect on counseling interactions, VR-based learning environments offer new possibilities for strengthening multicultural competence and culturally responsive counseling practice.
Purpose of the Research
The purpose of this research was to examine how VR simulations can be integrated into counselor education to strengthen multicultural competence and support experiential counselor training. The work proposes a conceptual model illustrating how immersive simulations can align with the Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies (MSJCC) to enhance experiential counselor preparation.
Guiding Question
How can immersive virtual reality simulations be intentionally integrated into counselor education to support the development of multicultural competence among counseling students?


Method
This work presented a conceptual model developed through a review and synthesis of existing literature on counselor education, multicultural counseling competencies, and immersive learning technologies. Rather than collecting new empirical data, the study examined how VR simulations have been used in educational and training contexts to support experiential learning and skill development. The framework was organized around the MSJCC to demonstrate how immersive VR scenarios can be intentionally designed to support counselor self-awareness, understanding of client worldviews, culturally responsive counseling relationships, and advocacy-oriented interventions. Through this synthesis, the study proposed a model for integrating VR-based simulations into online and on-campus counselor education to enhance multicultural competence and experiential training.
Findings and Discussion 
The literature review demonstrates the growing role of VR as a powerful experiential learning tool in counselor education. However, the scholarship also makes clear that immersive technologies must be intentionally structured to support counselor development rather than used simply as novel instructional tools. The conceptual model presented in this work shows how VR simulations can be purposefully designed to align with the MSJCC, creating immersive counseling scenarios that promote reflection and culturally responsive practice.
Within this framework, VR environments are structured to support MSJCC development by prompting students to examine personal biases, explore client worldviews, practice culturally responsive communication, and consider advocacy-oriented responses during simulated counseling interactions. These elements create meaningful opportunities for students to engage with culturally complex counseling situations while strengthening multicultural competence.
To illustrate how immersive virtual reality simulations can be intentionally designed to support multicultural counselor development, Table 1 summarizes how key VR simulation elements align with the MSJCC. This alignment demonstrates how specific simulation features support the development of awareness, relational skills, and advocacy-oriented interventions within counseling scenarios.
Table 1
Alignment of VR Simulation Elements With MSJCC
	MSJCC Domain
	Simulation Feature
	Competency Development Focus

	Self-Awareness
	Structured post-session reflection prompts focused on cultural responsiveness and counselor decision-making
	Facilitates critical examination of personal biases, assumptions, and cultural positioning (Attitudes/Beliefs + Skills)

	
	Pre-simulation briefing includes cultural reflection prompts or bias-awareness cues
	Encourages identification of implicit biases and assumptions prior to engagement (Attitudes/Beliefs)

	Self-Awareness & Client Worldview
	Client avatar introduces experiences of racial trauma, which prompts purposeful reflection from the student.
	Promotes awareness of sociocultural power dynamics and encourages processing of emotional responses (Knowledge + Skills)

	Client Worldview
	Client profile incorporates intersecting cultural identities and systemic influences
	Strengthens understanding of how sociocultural context and oppression shape client experiences and mental health (Knowledge)

	
	Simulation prompts discourage pathologizing culturally normative expressions of distress
	Reinforces cultural humility and supports recognition of culturally grounded meaning-making (Knowledge + Skills)

	
	Avatar presents trauma-related symptoms within a sociocultural context
	Enhances ability to connect presenting concerns to systemic and intergenerational influences (Knowledge + Skills)

	Counseling Relationship
	Avatar provides real-time responses to counselor microaggressions or culturally responsive behaviors
	Develops ability to recognize, address, and repair relational ruptures while demonstrating cultural sensitivity (Skills + Action)

	
	Session conclusion includes opportunities for validation and emotional attunement
	Supports development of culturally responsive relational and co-regulation strategies (Skills)

	
	Counselor engages in reflective listening and open-ended questioning within the simulation
	Strengthens use of culturally attuned communication skills to build rapport (Skills)

	Counseling & Advocacy Interventions
	Counselor practices grounding, pacing, and regulation strategies during the session
	Builds competency in trauma-informed and culturally responsive techniques (Skills)

	
	Scenario includes systemic barriers (e.g., financial limitations, discrimination in care access)
	Encourages application of advocacy skills, including resource connection and systems-level awareness (Action)

	
	Post-simulation debrief includes planning for advocacy and continued client support
	Promotes integration of social justice–oriented practice beyond the counseling session (Action)



Collectively, these elements illustrate how simulation design can intentionally operationalize multicultural competence across MSJCC domains.
For counselor education programs, VR-based simulations expand experiential learning by providing consistent practice environments that complement traditional counseling training. When paired with guided reflection and instructor feedback, these simulations support skill development, culturally responsive practice, equitable training opportunities across program modalities, and preparation for practicum and internship experiences. As institutions continue advancing technology-enhanced learning, immersive tools like VR represent a meaningful avenue for strengthening multicultural counselor preparation.
VR simulations also provide a clear bridge between theoretical instruction and applied counseling practice. While classroom discussions allow students to explore multicultural concepts intellectually, immersive simulations allow those concepts to be experienced in a more dynamic and emotionally engaging way. Students may encounter scenarios in which cultural identity, systemic barriers, or experiences of discrimination shape the client’s presenting concerns, helping them recognize how these dynamics unfold within real counseling interactions.
Faculty members might consider incorporating VR activities as experiential exercises within existing courses rather than treating them as separate learning modules. Instructors can introduce a scenario connected to a weekly topic, allow students to engage in the simulation, and guide a structured debriefing discussion to support reflection, examine cultural assumptions, and consider alternative counseling approaches. Unlike traditional role-play activities, where students may only experience one version of a scenario and the interaction can vary depending on the peer playing the client role, VR environments allow students to revisit similar situations with different responses. This repeated practice helps students build confidence, refine their skills over time, and feel more prepared as they enter practicum or internship placements.
Finally, immersive simulations support greater consistency in experiential learning across program formats. As counseling programs continue offering hybrid and online options, maintaining meaningful practice opportunities can be challenging. VR provides a structured approach that can be used across settings, helping ensure that all students have access to comparable experiential training. When thoughtfully integrated into counselor education curricula, these tools complement existing teaching strategies and support more effective preparation for working with diverse populations.
Conclusion
This work advances counselor education by presenting a framework for integrating immersive technology with multicultural counselor preparation. Grounded in the MSJCC, this model demonstrates how VR environments can be structured to engage students in culturally complex counseling situations that deepen awareness and professional judgment. By connecting immersive learning design with multicultural competency development, this model offers a practical approach for strengthening experiential training within counseling programs. As technology-enhanced learning continues to expand in higher education, immersive simulations provide an important pathway for preparing counselors to navigate the cultural realities and systemic contexts that shape client experiences. Thoughtful integration of these approaches can strengthen counselor preparation and support more culturally attuned mental health practice. 
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