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Note: I’m writing this section as though I’m speaking to a counselor, but if you’re a student working with another student, put 
yourself in the role of Counselor. 

Here’s what’s up in this chapter:

1. Getting Acquainted
2. A Few General Principles (aka My Core Counseling Values)
3. Guiding the First Session: 

1. What to do if a student comes in with nothing
2. What to do if a student comes in with something

4. How to Revise a First Draft in Five Steps

Getting Acquainted
Here’s a confession: I’m generally bored by small talk. And when I’m in a situation in which my goal is to a.) get to know a 
student (we’ll call her Rachel), b.) help Rachel identify her deepest story, and c.) help Rachel identify a structure for telling 
that story, I find that the phrase “How are you?” isn’t the best opener. In fact, I find “How are you” to not only be 
inefficient, but also impossible to answer. Think about how vague that question is and how complex it would be to answer 
that in a single sentence or two--much more difficult than 650 words. In my experience the question is met with a polite 
“good” or “fine.” 

Four Conversation Starters 
That Are Better Than “How are you?”

1. Celebrations 
One game my wife and I like to play at dinner is “Celebrations.” Essentially we go back and forth answering the question, 
“What are you celebrating today?” Example: 

Ethan: What are you celebrating today?
Veronica: (After thinking about it for a bit) I’m celebrating that I have a new counseling client! 
Ethan: That’s great! [Ethan high-fives Veronica.]
Veronica: And I’m excited because she’s really smart and it feels like she’s really willing to do some hard work. What 
are you celebrating today? 
Ethan: Um… (thinks about it) I’m celebrating that I finished my MBTI certification this week. It feels great that I was 
able to get that done with everything else going on.
Veronica: That’s a real good one.

Tips for Celebrations: 

Don’t think ahead to your own celebration while the other person is sharing. Just listen.
Tiny affirmations are welcome, like high-fives, or “You’re a rockstar.”
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If you’ve played before, model how to play (and set the tone) by going first.
Alternate version: take turns celebrating each other. (This works well if you know each other well or if the other 
person is having trouble celebrating him/her self.)

2. If you really knew me...
A simple and profound game that involves taking turns answering the prompt: “If you really knew me...” Example: 

Ethan: If you really knew me... you would know that my dream growing up was to play basketball in the NBA. (or) If you 
really knew me… you’d know that the thing that gets my blood boiling more than anything is violence against women. Play 
for as long as you want or need to. In an hour-long one-on-one essay session, I think five minutes is good, but I’ve played 
this with friends for more than two hours. (The game deepens.) 

Tips for “If you really knew me…”

Don’t think ahead to your own celebration while the other person is sharing. Just listen.
No affirmations needed in between shares, just good listening. 
If you’ve played before, model how to play (and set the tone) by going first.
Be vulnerable. Emphasize the “really” in the prompt and offer something deeper than surface level stuff like, “I 
like baseball” or “I like watching movies.” Life is short, be brave! Remember: the goal here is to get to know each 
other better faster.

3. Gratitude Exchange
My friend Greg and I sometimes go on gratitude walks. We’ll take a walk around the neighborhood and simply take turns 
naming things we’re grateful for. Example: 

Greg: I’m grateful for having two healthy legs to walk on. [Greg has been dealing with plantar fasciitis, which sometimes 
makes walking and running difficult.]
Ethan: I appreciate that it’s almost always 70 degrees and clear like this in Los Angeles.
Greg: I appreciate that I was able to write in my journal this morning.
Ethan: I’m grateful that I get to go on this walk with you right now. And that I have the freedom in my schedule to do it 
in the middle of the day. 
Greg: I’m grateful for that too. 
We continue for as long as we like. Note that it can be a walk, but doesn’t have to be; you can do this sitting in an office 
or a living room or over Skype. 

Tips for “I’m grateful for…” 

Again, don’t think ahead; just listen.
The longer I play, the better I feel. It’s magic.
You can do this on your own too: in your head or in writing.
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4. Check-in
If the games above seem too intense or involved, I recommend doing a simple check-in, which is just an opportunity for each 
person to share what is present for him or her at that moment. Example: 
Student: Right now I’m feeling really good. I just had a great volleyball practice and even though our team used to argue 
a lot at the beginning of the season, things are starting to jell a bit more. We have a big game coming up Friday and I’m a 
little nervous about that, but my teacher gave me an extension on my AP Lang paper, so I’m feeling good. (or) I’m sorry, I’m 
feeling really distracted right now. My friend and I just got into a big argument and she keeps texting me and I just… I 
don’t know what to do. 

Why I love check-ins: 
I call this “taking the temperature of the room.” It’s a chance to see where everyone stands. It also allows us a chance to 
share more information on what’s present for us, so if someone appears distracted or breaks into tears, for example, 
there’s less likelihood that the other will take it personally. Often, I think we’re told to check our feelings at the door, but I 
really believe in bringing our full selves with us, both as students and counselors. Also, sometimes this magical thing happens 
when we give voice to a distracting thought: it ceases to distract. We give it a little attention, and the thing dissolves. 

Another great question to ask during a check-in is: Is there anything anyone needs to say to get more fully present in this 
moment? This is a technique I learned at Cornerstone Theater Company and it’s a practice I’ll often use in a classroom or 
workshop. Note that sometimes participants will check-in with, “I’m good,” and that’s fine too.

“Um, this is pretty touchy-feely, Ethan.” 
If you’re reading this and thinking this is all pretty “touchy-feely” stuff, I hear that. And I respect it. But I believe this is 
touchy-feely work. That doesn’t mean every session needs to turn into a crying session--although I do recommend keeping a 
box of tissues on-hand--but I believe that if we’re going to go deep, we have to get real. And by “real,” I mean real open 
and probably real vulnerable. 

Before we get into particular techniques of how to work during the session, I want to share a few of my core values that I 
try to bring into every session. I call them: 
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My Core Counseling Values
(And I invite you to create your own core values list. It’s pretty empowering. )

1. Listening

"Being listened to is so close to being loved that most people can’t tell the difference.”
- David Augsberg

I try to listen in my sessions more than I speak. But what kind of listening? I like the term musical listening, which to me 
means hearing both what’s being said and what’s not being said.

2. Unconditional positive regard

This is a phrase from Carl Rogers, which to me means basic acceptance and support of someone regardless of what he or 
she says or does. When I’m being listened to with unconditional positive regard I feel I can share my deepest truth and the 
person I’m with won’t freak out or stop caring about me. I feel safe. And I want my students to feel this way too.

3. Accurate empathy

If a student says to me, “So… I broke up with my boyfriend last week,” I try not to say, “Oh, I’m so sorry, that’s awful,” 
because I don’t actually know if that’s awful. Maybe it’s awesome. [note] I try to practice accurate empathy. How? By 
staying curious. So I’ll ask something like, “How’s that going for you?” Because I never know what’s happening in their world. 
And I’ll learn a lot more if I’m curious about their movie rather than simply projecting my own.

4. Yes, and
My favorite rule from theatrical improvisation is “yes, and.” It means saying “yes” to your partner’s suggestion--both literally 
and psychologically--and building on it. And it’s essential to the brainstorming process. Saying “no” closes doors precisely 
when we want to throw open as many as possible. Who knows where the random thought might lead.

5. Student-Centered Counseling

I like to think of my role as a driver’s ed teacher: I try to imagine a student in the driver’s seat while I’m in the passenger 
seat. I have a steering wheel, a brake, and an accelerator, so I can steer, slow down, or ramp up a session when 
necessary. But ideally the student does the driving.

6. Taking Risks
If you’re bored, you aren’t taking enough risks.

I challenge my students to do this and I try to take my own advice. Life is short. So go for it.
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7. Silence

My friend Nicole once told me, “When someone is sharing their Truth, you shut up.” It can sometimes be tough to tell when 
someone is sharing their Truth, but if you sense someone might be doing so, I try to shut up.

Also, it can sometimes feel awkward to simply sit beside a student while s/he is writing. But sitting is great. In fact, 
sometimes it’s exactly right.

These two situations have one thing in common:

“The being is the doing.”

Allowing someone time to process--either aloud or while writing--while I sit and simply hold space is a gift. And it’s enough.

Guiding the First Session
Before we get into giving and receiving feedback, we must allow for the possibility that the person we’re working with is 
coming in with nothing. And by “nothing” I mean no outline, no draft, no essay written in English class, perhaps even no 
idea at all. So let’s begin by discussing... 

How to work with a student who comes in with nothing 
(aka: Starting from Scratch)

I used to think: what a pain. 
Now I think: what fun! 

Just think: if you’re starting from scratch with someone who has no idea what to write, the field is wide open. The canvas is 
blank. [Insert third metaphor here, if you like.]

So you get to play. 

Assuming an hour-long session, here are some ideas of what to do in the first half 
hour:

Try the “Getting real” games and exercises suggested above. Maybe take notes. Get to know each other.
Discuss the items on the Essence Objects or Values Exercise. (See Session 1.)
Create a Timeline of Your Life, a “21 Details” List or a “Stuff You Should Know About Me” List. (See Session 2.)
Ask a ton of questions: What was the toughest thing you’ve ever had to deal with? Have you ever had a life-
changing experience? Be creative. Get curious. Follow interesting paths, see where they lead. Reach a dead end? 
Ask a new question. 
Stumped for questions? Here’s a list of 100 Brave and Interesting Questions I made with my friends.
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What to do at the halfway point: 

Check-in. How is it going? (You can actually ask this aloud.) Then perhaps: 

a. Keep doing what you’re doing. 
b. Do something completely different.

or:
c. Brainstorm a Type B essay outline. I’ve mentioned before that I love this process for outlining most any essay. It 

involves selecting a few of your most important values, deciding how you’ve manifest those values in your life, and 
writing a paragraph for each. If you know what you want to study, it’s useful to choose values that may be useful 
in that particular career, but it’s not necessary. You may simply choose to describe My Top 5 Values or The Top 5 
Most Difficult Lessons I’ve Ever Learned. In short, describing the specific ways you’ve developed your top values is 
a productive way to spend an afternoon, and a great way to generate some good essay material. 

How to end the session: 

Check-in. I like to ask the student, “How was this for you?”
Track the session. Mention interesting moments. Highlight potential essay themes.
Discuss next steps. I like to always give my students something to write for next time. That could be as specific as 
“Write the essay we outlined” or “Write a response to the UC1 prompt through the lens of ‘harmony’.”
Have student set deadline for action item(s). I think it’s really important to set a deadline for the next step, and 
I find that having the student set the deadline creates more buy-in and the deadline is more likely to be met. I 
then send an email with the action item and deadline in the subject line. (Example: By Thursday at 9pm: Send 
Ethan second draft.) 

How to work with a student who comes in with something

Often, my students will arrive with a first draft and think that I am going to read it and give them notes on that draft. But 
I rarely do. Why? Because there are so many more interesting things we can do. Also, that draft is probably going to 
change. A lot. And it doesn’t make much sense to work on details when the content needs work. So what do I do when a 
student comes in with a rough draft? Sometimes I’ll say...

“Tell me your essay.” 

Student: (Handing me an essay.) Here’s my first draft. I... [insert excuse about it being messy or not liking the ending or 
some other qualifier]. 
Me: (Turning essay over.) I don’t want to read it just yet. First, I want you to tell me your essay.
Student: What?
Me: I just want you to tell it to me like you’re telling me a story. 
Student: (Pause.) Okay. 
The student then tells me the story of the essay while I take notes. 
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Why I love this exercise: 

1. Often, the spoken story will differ from the written story in some pretty significant ways, and often the spoken 
story will be better. Why? It’s a second draft. Think about it: essentially I’m asking my student to write a second 
draft live, right then and there, while I take notes. #sneaky 

2. It’s an extremely efficient way of finding out whether or not the story works. Are there gaps in the story? Is it 
interesting? We can both hear how it plays live in the room. 

3. Is this definitely the story you want to tell? Is this your deepest story? It’s a great question to ask in a first 
session and this exercise will help us know. To take a sculpting metaphor, before deciding what to sculpt, we must 
first ask: Is this the right clay? 

Other times when a student comes in with a first draft of an essay I’ll say...

“Let’s read the essay aloud.”

Student: What?
Me: That’s right, let’s hear it aloud.
Understandably, this freaks some students out at first. My rough draft?? Aloud!? But here are...  

Some Things I Say to Set Students at Ease with the Thought of Reading Their Essay Aloud
• It doesn’t have to be perfect. This is the “before” shot. 
• Listen from the perspective of an admissions officer.
• Listen for simply this: Did the essay answer the question? (Note I’m referring to “the essay,” which invites 

objectivity.)
Then we’ll read the essay aloud. 

Once I’ve read the essay aloud, I’ll ask these three questions: 

Question 1: Did the essay answer the prompt? 
Again, note that I’m talking about “the essay” rather than the student. This encourages the student to think of the essay 
as something that he or she did rather than something he or she is. As a writer, I know my words are often so wrapped up 
in my identity that receiving criticism can feel personal. So we’ll talk about “the essay,” and my students will often speak 
about “the author” in the third person, which I think can be useful.

Question 2: What do you like about the essay?
We start with the positive. This builds safety and allows the student to affirm that there are at least a few commendable 
things. Note that I learn things during this part too, as the student will sometimes find positive things even I can’t find. 
(Example: “The punctuation was good.”)

Question 3: What do you think needs work?
This is the chance for the student to voice criticism before the counselor does, which allows the author to feel empowered 
and like s/he is running the process. This is so important.
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As student is answering these questions, I’ll make a “pros” and “cons” bullet point list. Then I’ll ask “anything else?” until 
the student has said everything s/he wants to say.

Why I Love This Method
1. It enables me to collect more information. By hearing a student’s thoughts first, I’m able to better learn what that 

student is aiming for and then assess the essay based on that criteria, rather than some criteria I’m making up.
2. It gives me time to process my thoughts. The process of reading an essay silently to myself takes about 2-3 
minutes. But reading an essay aloud and then hearing a student’s feedback on that essay takes 6-8 minutes. This 
may not seem like much, but I find that if I’m given those extra few minutes and collect that extra information, I give 
much better feedback. 
3. Most students know what’s wrong with their essay. This means that I simply have to agree or disagree with what 
they’ve said, which feels more gentle. It also allows students a chance to show me where they’d like to take the 
essay.
4. Finally, I want my students to learn to do this for themselves. Allowing the student a chance to articulate 
criticism--particularly of their own work--is good practice.

Revising the First Draft
Here’s what I ask after reading the first draft: Are we molding with the right clay? In other words: is this the right topic? 

If it’s not the right topic, we go back to the drawing board and continue to brainstorm. 

If it is the right topic, then here’s...

How to Revise a First Draft in Five Steps
So I figured something out recently. I was looking back at a couple of my favorite student essays and I realized that the 
structure of a couple of those essays is ridiculously sound. Rock solid. And not only is it rock solid, it’s teachable. 

Take a look at the first lines of each paragraph from Example Essay A (On Debate) or Example Essay B 
(Endodontics). Notice something? 

If you just read those lines in bold, the essay still makes sense. It’s like a mini-essay. 

Kind of awesome. 

How can this information help lead to a better draft? Like this:

1. Go through your essay and highlight the first lines of each paragraph in bold. 
Then,
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2. Read the bolded lines aloud. (Side note: I once read that Chekhov used to read all his work aloud to his 
wife to check for sense and errors--it’s a great practice. Even if you have no wife.)
As you read, you’ll probably notice that some parts make sense and some parts don’t. 

So
3. Write a new outline in which all the lines flow together. Like a mini version of your essay. 
Essentially, you’ll be creating what I like to call Outline 2.0 (see Session 2).

Once you’ve written this new outline, paste the bolded lines onto a brand new blank document 
and

4. Rewrite your paragraphs so that each paragraph fleshes out the topic sentence. 
This may not sound like a very romantic/creative way of writing an essay, but it works. It’ll also help you clarify what you’re 
trying to say. “Foggy writing is foggy thinking,” one of my writing teachers used to say.
And why do I suggest you paste the new outline onto a new document and start over? Because, in short, it’ll take longer if 
you don’t. Chances are you’ll have fallen in love with some old way that you’ve phrased something but, once you’ve written 
the new outline, that old way of phrasing it is dead. And if you’re trying to create a new and living thing out of old, dead 
parts, you’re no better than Dr. Frankenstein. And we all know what happened to him. (Spoiler alert.)

5. Step away from the essay for at least 30 minutes. Go for a walk, get something to eat, do 
something else to clear your mind. Come back to it and read it aloud. When you come back:

a. Put the first sentence of each paragraph in bold.
b. Read them aloud in order to see if they tell a very short version of your essay. (If not, rewrite them.) 

If they do,
c. Read the whole essay aloud, checking to see if what’s in each paragraph supports the sentences in bold. 

If so, you should have a very solid revision, maybe even one that’s ready for feedback.

A Quick Note on How to Receive Feedback
Remember this: anyone’s input is just that… input. It doesn’t mean you have to follow it. If you’re given advice on how to 
write your essay that you don’t agree with--either from your parents, your friend, your counselor or even from me--don’t be 
afraid to ask, “Why?” And if the answer doesn’t make sense, or you don’t think it will help, just nod graciously and thank 
the person for the input. Deep down, that person (most likely) has your best interests at heart and is just trying to help. 

But it’s your essay. It’s your story. And no one can tell you how to tell it better than you. 

In the words of Cicero, “Nobody can give you wiser advice than yourself.”
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