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ABSTRACT 

Educational settings characterized by cultural diversity, socioeconomic disparities, and student trauma 
require counseling practices that promote inclusion, resilience, and personal transformation. This 
study examines transformative counseling practices depicted in the film Freedom Writers 
(LaGravenese, 2007) through qualitative content analysis. Grounded in Transformative Learning 
Theory, Multicultural Counseling Theory, and Humanistic Counseling Principles, the study explores how 
counseling-related interventions contribute to student empowerment and academic engagement. Data 
was derived from selected scenes portraying teacher-student interactions, reflective writing activities, 
emotional support mechanisms, and culturally responsive practices. Findings revealed four major 
themes: (1) establishment of trust and therapeutic relationships, (2) promotion of student voice 
through narrative expression, (3) multicultural sensitivity and inclusive practices, and (4) 
empowerment through resilience-building interventions. The analysis demonstrates that 
transformative counseling practices extend beyond formal counseling sessions and can be integrated 
into educational environments through supportive relationships, reflective dialogue, and culturally 
responsive pedagogy. The study contributes to existing literature by highlighting the role of educator-

counselors in addressing psychosocial challenges among marginalized learners. Implications suggest 
that counseling approaches embedded within classroom practices may enhance student well-being, 
identity development, and academic success in diverse educational contexts. 

Keyword: transformative counseling, multicultural education, Freedom Writers, content analysis, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary educational institutions serve 
learners from diverse cultural, linguistic, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds. While diversity 
enriches learning environments, it also presents 
challenges associated with trauma, discrimination, 
poverty, and social marginalization. According to 
Banks (2019), culturally diverse classrooms 
require educational practices that address not 
only academic achievement but also learners’ 
psychosocial and emotional development. 

School counseling has evolved beyond vocational 
guidance toward a comprehensive framework that 
emphasizes social-emotional learning, resilience, 
and multicultural competence (American School 
Counselor Association [ASCA], 2022). 
Transformative counseling practices focus on self-
reflection, empowerment, and meaningful 

relationships that promote positive change among 
learners. 

Films provide rich sources for examining 
educational and counseling phenomena because 
they portray complex interpersonal interactions 
and psychosocial processes. The film Freedom 
Writers (LaGravenese, 2007) presents the 
experiences of teacher Erin Gruwell and her 
students, who face gang violence, racial tensions, 
and socioeconomic adversity. Through supportive 
relationships and innovative classroom practices, 
students experience significant personal and 
academic transformation. 

Although previous studies have discussed 
multicultural education and transformative 
learning, limited research has examined 
counseling practices portrayed in educational 
films using qualitative content analysis. Therefore, 
this study entitled “Transformative Counseling 
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Practices in Diverse Educational Settings: A 
Content Analysis of Freedom Writers” aims to 
analyze how counseling-related interventions are 
represented in the film and determine their 
implications for diverse educational settings. 

2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

This study aims to examine transformative 
counseling practices depicted in the film Freedom 
Writers. Specifically, this study seeks to: 

1. Identify counseling-related practices 
portrayed in the film;  

2. Examine how supportive relationships 
contribute to student empowerment;  

3. Analyze the role of narrative expression 
and multicultural sensitivity in promoting 
resilience; and  

4. Determine the implications of 
transformative counseling practices for 
diverse educational settings.  

3. METHODS 

3.1. Research Design 

Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 2000), 
Multicultural Counseling Theory (Sue & Sue, 
2022), and Humanistic Counseling Theory 
(Rogers, 1957) emphasize personal growth, 
empathy, and culturally responsive interventions. 
This study employed a qualitative content analysis 
design to examine transformative counseling 
practices portrayed in the film Freedom Writers. 
According to Krippendorff (2018), content 
analysis enables systematic interpretation of 
textual and visual materials to identify recurring 
themes and meanings. 

3.2. Data Collection 

The primary data source was the film Freedom 
Writers (LaGravenese, 2007). Selected scenes 
involving teacher-student interactions, reflective 
writing activities, emotional support, conflict 
resolution, and identity development were viewed 
repeatedly. Dialogues and behaviors related to 
counseling practices were documented and coded. 

Secondary sources including books, journal 
articles, and scholarly publications related to 
transformative counseling, multicultural 
education, and humanistic counseling were also 
reviewed to support thematic interpretation. 

Table of Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

Qualitative and content-analysis studies 
related to counseling and education 

Purely quantitative studies unrelated to 
counseling 

Studies on multicultural counseling, 
resilience, and student development 

Studies unrelated to educational settings 

Peer-reviewed journals and scholarly 
publications 

Non-academic sources 

Studies published from 2020–2026 
Studies published before 2020 unless 
foundational 

Literature involving transformative learning 
and counseling theories 

Studies lacking theoretical foundation 

Research concerning diverse learners and 
multicultural environments 

Research unrelated to psychosocial 
development 

3.3. Process of Gathering Data 

The researcher repeatedly viewed selected scenes 
from Freedom Writers and documented 
interactions relevant to counseling practices. 
Through thematic analysis procedures proposed 
by Braun and Clarke (2021), codes were organized 

into recurring themes and interpreted using 
Transformative Learning Theory, Multicultural 
Counseling Theory, and Humanistic Counseling 
Theory. This process ensured a systematic and in-
depth analysis of counseling-related interventions 
portrayed in the film. 
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Themes Sub-Themes Core Ideas 

Establishment of Trust Through 
Authentic Relationships (Rogers, 1957) 

Empathy and 
unconditional positive 
regard 

Students gradually developed trust 
and psychological safety. 

 Respect for student 
experiences 

Relationships became foundations 
for transformation. 

 
Respect for student 
experiences 

Relationships became foundations 
for transformation. 

Narrative Expression and Reflective 
Writing (White & Epston, 1990) 

Journaling and storytelling 
Students processed trauma and 
developed self-awareness. 

 Emotional expression 
Writing served as a therapeutic 
intervention. 

Multicultural Sensitivity and Inclusive 
Practices (Sue & Sue, 2022) 

Recognition of cultural 
identities 

Students learned to appreciate 
diversity. 

 Social justice awareness 
Classroom activities reduced 
prejudice and promoted inclusion. 

Empowerment Through Resilience 
Building (Mezirow, 2000) 

Personal growth through 
adversity 

Students developed confidence and 
future orientation. 

 Academic engagement and 
hope 

Transformation fostered 
empowerment and resilience. 

4.RESULTS 

Analysis revealed four major themes representing 
transformative counseling practices. 

Theme 1: Establishing Trust Through Authentic 
Relationships 

The film consistently portrays Erin Gruwell 
developing trust with students who initially 
resisted authority figures. Rather than enforcing 
compliance through punitive measures, she 
demonstrated empathy and respect for students' 
experiences. 

Students gradually disclosed personal struggles 
involving violence, discrimination, and family 
instability. These disclosures reflected the 
development of a psychologically safe 
environment. 

Interpretation 

This theme aligns with Rogers’ (1957) concept of 
unconditional positive regard and therapeutic 
alliance. 

Theme 2: Empowering Student Voice Through 
Narrative Expression 

A significant intervention depicted in the film 
involved student journals. Learners were 
encouraged to write freely about their experiences 
without fear of judgment. 

The journals enabled students to process trauma, 
articulate emotions, and develop self-awareness. 
Writing became both a reflective and therapeutic 
activity. 

Interpretation 

This finding reflects principles of narrative 
counseling and expressive writing approaches 
(Pennebaker & Chung, 2011). 

Theme 3: Multicultural Sensitivity and Inclusive 
Practices 

The classroom consisted of students from diverse 
racial and ethnic backgrounds experiencing 
intergroup conflict. Gruwell implemented 
activities encouraging mutual understanding and 
recognition of shared humanity.  

Examples included discussions of prejudice, 
historical injustice, and personal identity. 

Interpretation 
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These practices align with Multicultural 
Counseling Theory, emphasizing cultural 
awareness and social justice advocacy (Sue & Sue, 
2022). 

Theme 4: Resilience Building and Student 
Empowerment 

Throughout the film, students were encouraged to 
challenge limiting beliefs and pursue academic 
success despite adverse circumstances. 

Exposure to inspirational narratives and 
opportunities for personal achievement 
strengthened student confidence and future 
orientation. 

Interpretation 

This theme reflects transformative learning 
processes involving perspective transformation 
and empowerment (Mezirow, 2000). 

5. DISCUSSION 

The findings suggest that transformative 
counseling practices can occur within everyday 
educational interactions. Although Erin Gruwell 
was not functioning as a professional counselor, 
many of her actions reflected counseling 
principles supported by contemporary literature. 

The establishment of trust served as the 
foundation for meaningful intervention. 
Consistent with Humanistic Counseling Theory, 
students responded positively when they 
perceived authenticity, empathy, and respect. 

The use of journals illustrates how narrative 
expression can facilitate emotional healing. 
Reflective writing provided students with 
opportunities to reinterpret traumatic 
experiences and construct more positive 
identities. This supports evidence indicating that 
expressive writing enhances psychological well-
being (Pennebaker & Chung, 2011). 

The multicultural dimension of the film is 
particularly significant. By validating students’ 
cultural identities and confronting systemic 
inequalities, the classroom became a space for 
empowerment rather than marginalization. These 
findings reinforce multicultural counseling 
frameworks emphasizing culturally responsive 
practice. 

The results further demonstrate that 
transformative counseling extends beyond 

individual interventions. Group activities, 
collaborative learning, and shared narratives 
promoted collective healing and social cohesion. 
Consequently, counseling should be viewed not 
only as a specialized service but also as an 
educational process embedded within supportive 
learning environments. 

6. CONCLUSION 

This study examined transformative counseling 
practices portrayed in Freedom Writers through 
qualitative content analysis. Four major themes 
emerged: authentic relationship building, 
narrative expression, multicultural sensitivity, and 
resilience development. 

The findings demonstrate that counseling-
oriented practices can significantly contribute to 
student empowerment and academic engagement 
within diverse educational settings. The film 
illustrates how educators may function as 
catalysts for transformation by fostering trust, 
validating cultural identities, and creating 
opportunities for reflective growth. 

The study contributes to educational counseling 
literature by highlighting the intersection of 
counseling, multicultural education, and 
transformative learning. Educational institutions 
may benefit from integrating counseling-informed 
strategies into classroom practice to support 
student well-being and academic success. 

7. IMPLICATIONS 

The findings of this study imply that 
transformative counseling practices can be 
integrated into everyday classroom interactions to 
promote students’ well-being, resilience, and 
academic engagement. Supportive relationships 
and empathetic interactions play a vital role in 
fostering positive student development (Rogers, 
1957). Likewise, culturally responsive and 
inclusive practices are essential in addressing the 
diverse needs of learners and promoting 
multicultural competence (Sue & Sue, 2022). The 
study also highlights the value of reflective 
activities and empowerment-focused approaches 
in facilitating personal growth and resilience 
among students (Mezirow, 2000). Furthermore, 
the findings provide a basis for future research on 
counseling practices in educational settings and 
support the use of films as educational resources 
for understanding counseling concepts and 
multicultural issues. 
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