Counselor Career Stories – Interview by Danielle Irving

A counselor’s heart: Listening with curiosity
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community and culture. We can serve
students better if we get involved in
outreach [and] collaboration and even
just walk around so we know what’s going
on. College mental health providers are
working in a unique system, and every
problem you see should be placed in
context.
It’s also important to have a good
understanding of human development
and the development of psychopathology
to understand how mental health
concerns emerge with young people.
Some students will be experiencing a first
major depressive disorder or panic attack
in college and getting treatment for the
first time. It can be a critical time for
psychoeducation.
It helps to be a jack-of-all-trades. We
meet with students who face a wide range
of stressors and experiences. We need
to know something about how to help
with concerns as wide-ranging as eating
disorders, transgender care and challenges
related to being on the autism spectrum.
DI: What counseling theory or
approach do you follow most closely?
AR: I love narrative therapy and other
constructivist theories. I like creating
meaning with clients in sessions. The
heart of my skill as a therapist is listening
with curiosity. Narrative techniques
have allowed me to take full advantage
of my curiosity and creativity. Narrative
techniques help to listen closely for
exceptions to problems, ways to separate
the person from the problem, alternative
understandings and [then] try to
deconstruct the forces behind problems.
Group work is also very powerful to
me. Group sessions allow for clients to
learn and practice new skills, be validated
by peers and support one another’s goals.

DI: How would you deal with an
unmotivated student or client?
AR: It’s nice to remember that clients
who are stuck want change. They are
coming to your office amidst everything
else they have going on in life. That’s
amazing to me. So they must be
motivated in some way.
Many students struggle with motivation
because they feel burned out, uninspired
or disempowered. We can talk about the
context and factors that are contributing
to problems with motivation and even
get angry with that. Getting angry usually
helps when we feel stuck.
DI: What is the most creative and
innovative counseling technique you have
used?
AR: One of the most magical
interventions I keep coming back to
is letter writing and other forms of
collaborative documentation with clients.
This is informed by narrative therapy
practices.
You know how a letter can make
things really feel official? I like to write
a letter to clients after a session to
summarize important points and ask
further questions. Clients also assist me

in writing letters to future clients who
might want to learn about skills to handle
certain situations. For example, one letter
I use often is a letter from a client and
myself highlighting some of the ways
he was able to get through a breakup by
“focusing on himself again.” We don’t
use clients’ identifying information or
particulars about the situation, but we
do hold up the client’s unique knowledge
and skills so they can be seen more clearly.
This really becomes more meaningful for
everyone involved.
DI: You’ve recently established your
own private practice, Clarity Mental
Health Counseling. What’s the greatest
challenge you have faced during the
process thus far?
AR: Marketing is one of the initial
challenges that has become really fun
for me. I didn’t know what to expect at
first about how clients would become
connected to my practice. Part of me
expected things would go like my agency
jobs — just get yourself a space and
people will come. But finding a great fit
for a counselor is no easy feat.

Spreading your message and identity
as a therapist is important so that people
can find you. I had to learn very quickly
about how to share my message online
in a warm, welcoming and beautiful way.
This is something I knew little about
before. Now I have fun and enjoy being
creative with ways to reach more people
online. I love how I can help people
learn more about mental health through
Facebook, my blog posts, LinkedIn or
even Instagram.
DI: What do you know now about
being in private practice that you didn’t
know when you got started?
AR: I didn’t realize how personally
fulfilling it would be. From the very start
and all the way through to the end of a
helping relationship, it’s just you and the
client. Without the structure of an agency
or center, I felt more validated about my
skills and identity as a counselor. I still
come home at night thinking, “Wow! I
am making a difference in people’s lives. I
built this.”
DI: What steps should someone
consider when beginning the process of
starting a new private practice?
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complexities of boundaries and dual
relationships. A unique contribution, it is
a liberating guide that supports counselors
to traverse the territory of ethical clinical
decision making from a base of integrity
and care rather than fear and ignorance.”
—Ofer Zur, PhD
Director, Zur Institute
Author, Boundaries in Psychotherapy
Fully revised in accordance with the 2014 ACA Code of
Ethics and the current ethical codes of other mental health
organizations, Boundary Issues in Counseling reflects the helping
profession’s most up-to-date thinking on this topic and offers a
wide range of opinions and perspectives. Ethics experts Barbara
Herlihy and Gerald Corey, along with 40 guest contributors,
share their thoughts on the ethical issues surrounding sexual
dual relationships; multiculturalism and social justice; counselor
education, supervision, and consultation; group counseling;
couples and family counseling; and school counseling. In
addition, coverage extends to specialty areas, such as disaster
mental health, private practice, addictions and rehabilitation
counseling, rural practice, counseling in the military and
forensic counseling.
This highly regarded book is essential reading for counselors
struggling to find a clear personal position on the myriad issues
that can arise with multiple relationships. It is also an ideal
supplemental text for courses in ethics and professional issues,
as well as for practicum and internship seminars to train the
next generation of counselors.
2015 | 336 pgs | Order #78090 | ISBN 978-1-55620-322-0
List Price: $59.95 | ACA Member Price: $44.95
Shipping and Handling: $8.75 ($1.00 for each additional book)

Order Online: counseling.org
By Phone: 800-422-2648 x222 (M-F 8 a.m. – 6 p.m.)

AR: I can think of two steps that are
important at the very beginning. If I
could go back and start over, I would
have started marketing myself at the
very start of my career. I think that’s a
great first step. Even if you don’t have a
private practice yet, make time to create
a name for yourself [and] establish your
professional self in the community.
Volunteer, write and be active on social
media to promote information about
mental health and your areas of interest.
The next step is education. Research
your community to find out areas that
need more services. Research what
other professionals are offering. The
American Counseling Association offers
so much in terms of education to support
understanding of ethics, marketing and
practical tools for private practice.
DI: ACA has more than 55,000
members. Have I left anything out that
you want our readers to know about you
or your work?
AR: Thank you for capturing my
journey as a counselor and giving me this
opportunity to reflect about my work. It’s
important to acknowledge that we never
come to this work alone or by accident.
We can understand our work better when
we keep in mind our own stories and the
stories of the people who shaped us.
My relentless hope, curiosity and
energy help make me the counselor I am.
Each of us brings something different to
the table. We need a diverse, aware and
passionate fleet of counselors to
be accessible to the communities that
need us. v
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