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Essay 

The current problems facing our society seem to be growing more overwhelming by the day. 

It can feel impossible to affect change when our oppressive social systems are so complex 

and institutionalized. For future school counselors, making a difference in the world begins 

with helping young people overcome challenges on an individual level - but is that where it 

should end? According to the Multicultural and Social Justice Counseling Competencies, the 
answer to that question is a resounding, "No." 

 

Along with competencies in the categories of attitudes and beliefs, knowledge, and skills, 

the MSJCC also propose actions and interventions. Although some of these action-based 

competencies fit within the traditional realm of counseling - like seeking out professional 

development opportunities, understanding clients' worldviews, and examining the 

counseling relationship - others are expected to take place beyond the individual and 

interpersonal level, beyond the "office setting" in which we are so comfortable. For example, 

counselors are recommended to "employ social advocacy," "engage in social action," and 

keep up-to-date with current events.  

 

This perspective makes intuitive sense to me, based on my experiences in social justice 

work and my analysis of the world. I believe that counseling is a necessary but incomplete 

strategy towards bettering the lives of both marginalized and privileged clients. Many of the 

issues I will address as a school counselor - trauma, incarceration and deportation, sexual 

violence, bullying - share the root causes of racism, sexism, xenophobia, homophobia. 

Helping students to develop coping skills, resilience, and positive self-image makes a 

difference in their lives - but next year, different students will arrive with similar challenges. 

Why not both address the immediate pain as well as working for a world in which the 
sources of that pain don't exist anymore? 

 

Not everyone sees it this way. Even the language of "privileged" and "marginalized" can be 

controversial. Especially for counselors who have been in the field for a long time, the 

concepts of power and oppression might not have been mentioned at all in their training 

programs. Can we fault people for not knowing something they were never taught? Perhaps 

this concern can be addressed in the same manner as the MSJCC themselves, by working 

with educating people individually as well as building the institutional structures within the 

ACA to better educate counselors-in-training. Another challenge concerns life-work balance. 

How can we find the time and energy to give 100% to our students and have anything left 
over for social justice?   

 

A Jewish scholar, Rabbi Rami Shapiro, has powerful words to address this last worry: "Do 

not be daunted by the enormity of the world's grief... You are not obligated to complete the 
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work, but neither are you free to abandon it." The MSJCC do not make it a responsibility for 

counselors to end oppression, but a responsibility to try. If we all share the weight of this 

responsibility, our collective action has the power to heal our students - and heal our world. 

 


