
Know when to say ‘no’ and let go

COMPILED BY 
ANGELA KENNEDY

Counseling Today asked 
several American Counseling
Association leaders what advice
they would share with new pro-
fessionals and graduate students.
Here’s what they had to say.

Jane Goodman
ACA Foundation chair; 
professor emerita of counsel-
ing at Oakland University

As a new counselor starting out,
what was the hardest lesson you
had to learn?

Like so many “helpers,” I
wanted to fix things and make
people feel better. Allowing

clients to struggle and suffer
was really a challenge. There
was always the desire to 
reassure, suggest a solution or
comfort. I do believe that these
desires are sometimes OK, but
the trick was to recognize
whose needs I was meeting —
mine or theirs.

What was the best piece of
advice you received as a student
or new professional?

Trust the process, trust 
yourself, trust your clients.

What advice would you like to
share with students or new pro-
fessionals today?

First, the advice I received:
Trust the process, trust yourself,

trust your clients. Second, learn
as much as you can always and
as long as you live. Third, ask
for help and support when you
need it; self-sufficiency is not a
sign of strength! Fourth, take
care of yourself so you will have
the energy and strength to help
others take care of themselves.

Patricia Arredondo
Immediate past president of
ACA; dean of student affairs
and professor, Division of 
Psychology in Education at
Arizona State University

As a new counselor starting out,
what was the hardest lesson you
had to learn?

BY ANGELA KENNEDY

Warning all new professionals:
Compassion fatigue, burnout

and vicarious trauma can happen
to you, too!

Many recent graduates are
eager to put school behind them

and begin focusing on their
careers as professional coun-
selors. But a desire to achieve
and prove yourself can lead to
trouble if you don’t take the
time to care for yourself just as
you care for your clients.

Linda Leech, president of the
Counseling Association for Hu-
manistic Education and Devel-
opment and program director of
rehabilitation counseling at the
University of South Carolina,
says counselors can have it all
— both a successful career and
a healthy lifestyle — if they
take a holistic approach to life

and wellness. “One piece of lit-
erature that has become very
familiar in our profession is the
Wheel of Wellness, developed
by Thomas Sweeney and 
J. Melvin Witmer,” she says. “It
talks about aspects of life that
are important in having a
healthy, well-balanced life-
style.” Leech simplifies the
Adlerian-based model into five
areas that demand the most
attention:

Spiritual health
Whether it’s through religion,

faith or just going to that “happy

place,” counselors need to find a
comforting center within. “It’s
about going to someplace inside
yourself that allows you to
know that it’s all going to be
OK,” Leech says. “It’s letting go
of things over which you have
control and embracing the fact
that there are some things you
never can control — and being
OK with that.”
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Advice on how counselors can achieve better balance between their personal, professional lives
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BY JONATHAN ROLLINS

Judy Maris was halfway
through her counseling intern-
ship and foundering. In her early
50s, she had decided to make a
drastic career change and
entered Montana State Universi-
ty’s mental health counseling
program. Now, with the finish
line in sight, self-doubt was
threatening to overtake her.

“I was finding myself knocked
off my feet again and again dur-
ing my internship,” she says. “I
was getting caught up in the
client narratives and going
immediately to problem solving.
I was trying really hard to do it
‘right’ each day and instead
ended up feeling clumsy and
awkward. Struggling had be-
come my M.O.”

At the same time, Maris was
beginning a counseling elective
course taught by her practicum
supervisor, John Christopher.
There was double incentive for
Maris’ enrollment in the class.
First, “I had a lot of respect for
John,” Maris says. “He is an
incredibly ‘present’ person.
Even if you don’t know that
concept, you understand quickly

that here is someone who is
truly ‘with’ you. I wanted to
have that, too.” Her second rea-
son? “The class didn’t seem too
hard,” she admits. “I basically
thought it was a yoga class.”

Christopher’s class, Mind-
Body Medicine and the Art of
Self-Care, does involve yoga. It
also involves meditation, re-
laxation techniques and qigong,
a Chinese discipline of gentle,
graceful movements related to
tai chi. Christopher, a counsel-
ing professor and member of
the American Counseling Asso-
ciation, designed the course six
years ago primarily to improve
students’ self-care through
mindfulness-based stress reduc-
tion techniques. To his surprise
(and to the surprise of many
counseling students, who as-
sume they are simply signing up
for an “easy” course), the class
has had an even more signifi-
cant impact. “I’ve been shocked
at how powerful the course has
been,” Christopher acknowl-
edges. “It was really more about
self-care. I wasn’t expecting the
overflow into the students’
counseling practices to be so
profound.”

Maris, who earned her mas-
ter’s degree in 2005 and is now
working in a private practice
under supervision as she pur-
sues licensure, believes the
class ultimately altered the
course of her counseling career.
“My internship supervisor (at
Montana State) started noticing
a change in my work before I
did,” she says. “As I was taking
the (Mind-Body Medicine)
class, my work took on a new
organic quality, showed much
more spontaneity and was
enlivened. I started getting great
results as far as shifts in my
clients, and it had nothing to do
with problem solving. I was
learning how to genuinely feel
positive regard for my clients,
let go of judgments and be pre-
sent in the moment. I was learn-
ing to contain clients’ anxiety
without joining in. We’re told
over and over again (as counsel-
ing students) that this is what
we need to do, but no one had
told us how.”

Christopher didn’t exactly tell
Maris how either, but his course
did something even better — it
showed her. “It was the class
that had the most impact on
both my clinical work and on
my personal life,” she says. “It
was a transformative experience
for me.”

Lessons in self-care
Stress, burnout and even vic-

arious trauma are facts of life
for counselors. Surprisingly,
Christopher says, relatively few
counseling programs teach stu-
dents how to deal with those
problems. “Self-care is some-
thing we mostly give lip service
to,” he says. “We all recognize
that self-care is central to the
field, but we don’t have many
techniques for helping students
to achieve that.”

Christopher first got interested
in yoga, meditation and the mar-
tial arts as avenues to tap into
human potential as a young
man. He later became a yoga
instructor and then went back to
school for a degree in counsel-
ing. “For years,” he says, “I 
didn’t know how to integrate my
commitment to spiritual prac-
tices with my counseling prac-

tice or my thinking about
clients. They were two different
worlds.”

But approximately eight years
ago, a nurse at Montana State
returned from a seminar and
approached Christopher about
helping her to run some 
mindfulness-based stress reduc-
tion programs at the local hospi-
tal. From there, a colleague sug-
gested that Christopher design a
similar course for counseling
students.

Students in Christopher’s
Mind-Body Medicine course
meet twice a week and spend the
first 75 minutes of each class
practicing qigong, yoga and
meditation. Different students
are drawn to each of the specific
disciplines. “The multiple meth-
ods show them that there are dif-
ferent avenues into the mind,”
Christopher says. The next 45
minutes are spent reviewing
readings and empirical research
articles on the disciplines and
discussing their applications to
counseling. 

Students are also expected to
practice the disciplines outside
of class for 45-minute sessions
four times per week. In addition,
students maintain experiential
journals in which they comment
on the readings and reflect on
the mindfulness-based practices.
“Their journals are really kind
of works of art,” Christopher
says. “Oftentimes, they’re very
open about their personal strug-
gles and how this course is
impacting them.”

Maris remembers vividly the
unexpected challenges posed to
her early on in class by the
seemingly simple process of
meditating. “It was very chal-
lenging for me to sit still and
quiet my mind,” says Maris, a
member of the American Mental
Health Counselors Association,
a division of ACA. “It was stag-
gering to find out the cacophony
of noise going on in my mind all
the time. I became aware that it
was controlling my life.”

While those revelations can be
startling, says Christopher, part
of the process of self-care is
becoming more aware of when
we’re feeling stressed out and
frazzled. “Mindfulness-based

A healthy mind-set
Thanks to an elective course, many counseling students at 
Montana State University are discovering that mindfulness-based 
disciplines can greatly improve both self-care and care of clients
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practices are really about slowing
down,” he explains. “There’s
something really healing about
that. A lot of the strategies in our
culture are based on avoidance or
denial. Mindfulness is about
directly encountering one’s emo-
tional fatigue and stress, going
through the experience fully and
coming through the other side
when you’re ready. It’s about
allowing ourselves to have
moments of surrender or dying
and rebirth.”

That principle holds true even
for the most experienced profes-
sional counselors, Christopher
says. “After a difficult session
with a client, you should give
yourself five minutes to sit in a
chair and let everything you’re
feeling flood through you. That
process serves as a release. But
we often don’t do that. Instead we
rush to get another cup of coffee.”

From classroom to 
counseling room

“I think counselors, as a group,
are really pretty hard on them-
selves,” Maris says. “The biggest
piece of self-care for me was let-
ting go of beating myself up all
the time. I let go of the judgments
and let go of the need to control
everything. I’ve learned to just
accept whatever is in this
moment, whether that’s fatigue or
a cramp in my leg or the phone
ringing. … Doing ‘nothing’ (in
response to a problem) runs
counter to our whole culture, but
for me, learning to do that hap-
pened while meditating on the
cushion. For me, the heart and
soul of the course was sitting by
myself on a cushion in silence.”

What has become more appar-
ent with each year that Christo-
pher teaches his class is that the
mindfulness practices meant to
help students manage their stress
are also having a dynamic impact
on their actual counseling skills.
According to Christopher’s pub-
lished research, students report
that the course:
� Increases their comfort with a

client’s silence or expression
of strong emotions

� Increases their clarity of
thought and capacity for
reflection

� Increases their capacity for
empathy and compassion

� Enhances their listening 
abilities

� Improves their ability to focus
on clients and the therapeutic
process

Being “present” is a struggle for
most people, Christopher says,
but mastering that concept is espe-
cially important for counselors,
who must be focused on their
clients. Mindfulness practices
help counselors do exactly that.
“Learning listening skills requires
a kind of discipline,” Christopher

says. “This is similar to the kind
of discipline required for and
cultivated by mindfulness prac-
tices. It’s a learned discipline to
live in the moment — to stay in
the present — instead of
dwelling in the past or future.”

Maris says that engaging in
low-impact activities such as
yoga, qigong and meditation
on a daily basis helped her both
physically and emotionally.
“It’s a way of beginning each

day being aware of your own
body instead of the hundred
things you need to do,” she
says. “I found myself more at
ease and sleeping better at
night.”

Now that she is out of the
classroom and working full
time as a counselor, Maris has
fallen out of the habit of prac-
ticing yoga. But meditation
remains a part of her daily rou-
tine, and the tools she acquired

in Christopher’s class are still
integral to her therapeutic
approach. “I have my days
when I’m not centered and back
into the mode of following the
client’s narrative,” she says,
“but I usually take three to five
minutes before each session to
focus my mind, attention and
breathing.” Inspired by her
experience in Christopher’s
class, Maris even went on a 10-
day meditation retreat, spend-

ing 13 hours a day on the med-
itation cushion.

Getting clients centered
The mindfulness practices

that have proved so successful
with counselors-in-training can
also be of great benefit to
clients, Christopher says. In par-
ticular, he believes the disci-
plines can help clients who are

Continued on page 25
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struggling with anxiety or depression,
who are overly self-critical, who have a
tendency to be spectators rather than
actively engaged or who haven’t learned
to be comfortable with the full range of
emotional experiences. Even so, Christo-
pher says, “I don’t teach students about
how to introduce these practices to clients
because you first have to be really dedicat-
ed to practicing them on your own.”

Still, many of Christopher’s students
have gone on to integrate elements of
mindfulness practices into their counsel-
ing sessions with clients. Maris regularly
develops mindfulness practices for her
counseling clients, sometimes leading
them through a meditation exercise as
they sit on a cushion, other times simply
sitting in silence with them. “It’s not tra-
ditional stuff,” Maris says, “but for clients
who are able to become mindful in ses-
sion, it helps transition them from the
chaos of their lives to the present moment
and to become more in tune with them-
selves. It’s a way to begin to disconnect
from your reactivity.”

Not every client is able to enter mind-
fulness, Maris says. Still, she does what
she can to calm their minds. When she
works with clients who exhibit high anx-
iety levels, for instance, she notices that
their breathing is shallow and rapid.
Before learning mindfulness-based prac-
tices, Maris says, she likely would have
fed off the clients’ anxiety. Now, she
attempts the opposite approach — getting
anxiety-ridden clients to feed off of her
calm. She begins by intentionally slowing
her own breathing and talking to the
clients in a soft, measured tone. After
some time, clients often fall in line with
Maris’ deep, unhurried breathing, releas-
ing tension and relaxing their minds with-
out ever being verbally instructed to do
so. “That seems to bring them as close to

mindfulness as they’re able to be at the
moment,” Maris says.

Maris is up front about her belief in the
usefulness of mindfulness practices and
meditation with clients and always asks
permission before using them in therapy.
Client reaction has been exceedingly pos-
itive, she says, but she won’t attempt to
use mindfulness techniques with certain
clients. “A moment of silence would be
too terrifying for them,” she says. “The
noise of their lives in their minds is a safe-
ty factor for them.” She adds that she is
also cautious about using mindfulness
practices with certain trauma victims.

Christopher’s research has shown that
the Mind-Body Medicine class at Mon-
tana State is consistently transformative
for counseling students. He is undertaking
a follow-up study to determine the
course’s long-term impact. “Our prelimi-
nary analysis indicates that about half the
students remain committed to some type
of formal practice,” he says, “and the vast
majority find ways to incorporate mind-
fulness principles into their everyday lives
and self-care strategies.” 

There has been some discussion about
making the course a requirement for coun-
seling students at the university. Maris is a
proponent of that thought. “I can’t think of
anything that has as far-reaching a posi-
tive effect as developing some type of
meditation practice,” she says. “We (coun-
selors) deal with a lot of human suffering.
To be able to deal with that fully and com-
passionately, we have to be able to be
compassionate with ourselves first.” �

Mind-Body Continued from page 15

Self-care tips
John Christopher, a professor of counseling at Montana State University,

realizes that very few graduate programs offer something similar to his
Mind-Body Medicine and the Art of Self-Care course for counseling stu-
dents. “Finding opportunities where mindfulness and counseling are pre-
sented together is pretty rare,” he says.

Still, he offers practical advice to graduate students and new profession-
als who want to maintain healthy self-care habits. “Taking part in your own
counseling or therapy is really helpful,” Christopher says. “It was central to
my growth and development.”

Christopher also recommends that both student counselors and practicing
counselors take classes or participate in activities that require them to “step
outside of their minds.” This might include participating in the “softer” mar-
tial arts, yoga, meditation, dancing (particularly if it incorporates spiritual
elements), rock climbing or prayer, he says.

Whenever possible, Christopher also recommends that individuals par-
take in these activities as part of a group. Why? “It’s hard for us to maintain
disciplines by ourselves,” he advises.

— Jonathan Rollins

Jonathan Rollins is the editor-in-chief
of Counseling Today. Contact him at
jrollins@counseling.org.

Letters to the editor:
ct@counseling.org
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Counseling professor John Christopher (center) leads his class through 

a range of mindfulness-based practices at Montana State University. 


