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Of the more than 200 essays 
submitted for the ACA 
Foundation 2018 Graduate 

Student Essay Competitions, three were 
judged to be grand-prize winners. Jennifer 
Dwiggins of the College of William & 
Mary in Virginia received top marks 
in the Future School Counselors Essay 
Competition. Jessica L. Ryan of the 
University of Wyoming and Lynne Shayko 
of Kent State University in Ohio tied for 
top honors in the Tomorrow’s Counselors 
Essay Competition. All three counselors-
in-training were recognized at the ACA 
National Awards Ceremony held during the 
ACA 2018 Conference & Expo in Atlanta 
in April.

For a complete list of all the winners in 
the graduate student essay competitions, 
visit counseling.org/about-us/awards/student-
awards/student-award-winners.

Note: The three grand-prize essays are 
presented here as written. They have not 
been edited.

FUTURE SCHOOL COUNSELORS  
ESSAY COMPETITION
Sponsored by the Roland and  
Dorothy Ross Trust

Grand prizewinner
Jennifer Dwiggins,  
College of William & Mary

Remember 
back to 
elementary 
school, when 
your teacher 
would ask 
you the age-
old question, 
“What do you 
want to be 
when you grow 
up?” Odds are 
it wasn’t the 

first time, nor the last time you heard 
that question. Students are encouraged 
to think about career aspirations from a 
young age, and while they have their eyes 
on the future, school counselors are there 
to help them through the process, with 
the goal of improving opportunities for 
every student. However, every student 
is not assured equitable opportunities to 
achieve those dreams. 

Students who are underrepresented and 
underserved, such as minority students 
or students with disabilities, have an 
uphill battle, facing limited opportunities 
and resources, as well as institutional 
barriers which can hinder college and 
career readiness. This translates to less 
preparedness for post-graduation, lower 
numbers applying to and attending 
vocational, 2-year or 4-year institutions, 
and fewer career opportunities. Additional 
supports are needed to help address 
the inequalities they will face. School 
counselors help provide these additional 
supports, and advocate for students who are 
underrepresented and underserved through 
both their words and actions. It is their role 
to provide these students with informed 
and culturally responsive post-secondary 
planning through the identification of 
needs, implementation of direct and 
indirect interventions, and evaluation of 
program outcomes. 

Such a responsibility does not start with 
a conversation in high school. Rather, it 
starts from the moment students begin their 
formal education. The career, academic, 
and social and emotional development 
cultivated early on in a student’s education 
subsequently contributes to college and 
career readiness. This sustained focus on 
college and career readiness allows for 
early identification of students in need 
of additional supports, giving school 
counselors the opportunity to address 
barriers promptly and systematically. 

Working to address barriers, school 
counselors take time to understand 
a student’s unique circumstances by 
communicating with students and 
families. Support cannot be adequately 
provided if school counselors are not 
privy to the obstacles underrepresented 
and underserved students and their 
families face. When needs are identified, 
interventions must include collaboration 
with key stakeholders, including not just 
students and their families, but others in 
the school, and those in the community. 
It is recognized that there is power in 
numbers, and the power of collaboration 
is needed when informing practice and 
creating culturally responsive solutions to 
the issue of college and career readiness. 

The prominent role school counselors 
play in providing equitable services that 
enhance college and career readiness 
can seem overwhelming, but it is a 
responsibility that comes with great 
reward. School counselors are poised 
to provide these needed services to 
underrepresented and underserved 
students through their ability to identify 
needs, provide early interventions, 
collaborate with stakeholders throughout 
the process, and critically evaluate program 
effectiveness. With these actions, students 
can be ensured greater opportunities, so 
when they are ready to graduate, and are 
asked that same age-old question, their 
answer is well within their reach. 

TOMORROW’S COUNSELORS 
ESSAY COMPETITION
Sponsored by Gerald and Marianne 
Corey and Allen and Mary Bradford Ivey

Grand prizewinner (tie)
Jessica L. Ryan,  
University of Wyoming 

For years, I slept behind a piano in a 
trailer –– no real bedroom or bed. I’m a 

Jennifer Dwiggins
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first-generation 
college student 
from a rural, 
working-class 
family that 
doesn’t talk 
about mental 
health –– or 
the fact that 
my grandfather 
killed himself. 

I’ve worked at a domestic violence 
shelter in an urban setting and have 
done environmental work in third-world 
countries. I’ve worked for and alongside 
people who do not look, think, or act like 
me. These experiences have changed me 
and fostered new perspectives. 

Yet, I am not sure how to write this 
essay without sounding entitled. It’s 
easy to say socially acceptable aphorisms 
about inclusivity and openness: Reach 
out to underserved populations, honor 
people’s experiences, meet them where 
they are, acknowledge differences, etc. I 
think these are well-intentioned words for 
complex concepts that have been woven 
into the tapestry of our consciousness. 
However, how do we, as future counselors, 
actually live and implement inclusion and 
openness in the field? 

I believe the counseling profession, 
innately, attracts open-minded and big-
hearted people. I’d like to believe that 
no one goes into this field riddled with 
judgments, contempt, or the belief that 
mental health services are only for a 
particular group of people. But, here’s the 
clincher: We do come to this profession 
influenced by our biases, experiences, 
and judgments. These perspectives, in 
themselves, are not wrong or bad. It’s 
human to have opinions and views. It’s 
when we can’t see or admit that these 
lenses are influencing our treatment of 
colleagues and clients that we become 
part of the problem. When we use our 
counselor jargon to gloss over or make 
excuses for the unattractive aspects of our 
psyche, usually parts of our system we 
aren’t aware of, we do a great disservice to 
ourselves, our profession and, most of all, 
our clients. 

As a counseling graduate student, the 
first step I am following to promote 
openness and inclusion is fostering 
compassion and a safe, open space within

myself to sit with difficult subjects like 
privilege, race, sexism, classism, ageism, 
ableism, and more. If I am unable to look 
into the darkness of my own heart, those 
shadows will unconsciously influence my 
actions. How can I sit with and cultivate 
compassion and safety for others if I am 
unable to do that with myself? 

The next step I am taking, personally 
and professionally, is seeking out voices 
that are unlike mine. I am committed 
to fostering conversations that are 
uncomfortable and honest, and witnessing 
the stories and experiences of others that I 
can never know. 

I am not sure if these are the right 
actions, and I cannot profess a cookie-
cutter solution to complicated issues, but 
I am willing to show up, dig deep, and 
hold space for individual and collective 
healing. I’m willing to sit with the ugliness 
of shame and the beauty of witnessing. 
I know the value of this work, and I am 
honored to have the opportunity to share 
it in the world. 

Grand prizewinner (tie)
Lynne Shayko, Kent State University

As counselors, 
we are ethically 
obligated to 
be culturally 
sensitive and 
advocate for 
our clients and 
marginalized 
groups. I have a 
strong drive to 
be an inclusive 
therapist who 

reaches out to under-served clients. I see 
several ways in which I can do this as a 
future counselor. 

First, I will use a theoretical approach 
which has been shown to be effective with 
people from different cultures and be 
flexible in my approach to fit my clients’ 
needs. I intend to primarily use narrative 
therapy, which has been shown to be 
effective with people of diverse cultures. 
I also plan to incorporate poetry therapy 
into my counseling practice. Poetry is 
accessible and relatable to people of many 
different backgrounds. I have been using 
poetry with clients in my practicum, 
drawing in poems from a diverse group 
of poets. Through reading and writing 

poetry, clients of diverse backgrounds 
can connect to their emotions, explore 
alternate perspectives, express their 
feelings, discover useful metaphors, and 
find a voice. I also plan to incorporate 
cultural identity models with clients  
who are seeking to better understand 
their identities. 

In addition, I will be open to different 
modalities of therapy. Forms of teletherapy 
are being shown to be effective, affordable, 
and accessible. Therapy via video-
conference, email, or the phone can work 
well for a client who has financial need, a 
demanding work schedule, mobility issues, 
communication barriers, or difficulty 
finding transportation. As a therapist, I 
will also work on adjusting the cost of 
therapy for those with financial need  
and keep flexible hours to accommodate 
client needs. 

Furthermore, since I have worked as 
a nurse’s assistant with the elderly for 
the past eight years, I have a passion for 
finding ways to reach that under-served 
population. Older adults have a high 
incidence of depression and suicide yet are 
least likely to seek counseling. I would like 
to find a way to educate older adults about 
the benefits of counseling and find ways 
to accommodate the counseling process to 
their needs. 

Thirdly, as a counselor I will work as 
an advocate. I intend to participate in 
events by different cultural groups so 
I can increase my sensitivity and learn 
about people’s desires and needs. I plan 
to advocate for the rights of marginalized 
groups and for counseling as a profession. I 
have been volunteering with international 
students for the past six years. In this 
experience, I have been an advocate for 
these students and learned about global 
perspectives. My husband has physical 
disabilities, and I have had the privilege 
of being his advocate and cheerleader. My 
experiences will be valuable in advocating 
for people of marginalized groups. 

Lastly, I will continue to seek supervision 
to make sure I am being culturally 
sensitive to my clients’ needs. Through 
collaborating with colleagues, I hope to 
find creative approaches to treatment. I 
believe firmly in our ability as counseling 
professionals to make a difference in 
diverse populations. I am excited to 
soon have the opportunity to start this 
important work. v

Lynne Shayko

Jessica L. Ryan


