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Introduction 

Maria slumped into her office chair at 5:45 PM, the weight of the day settling heavily on her 

shoulders. As the only counselor for 450 students at Westridge Middle School, she had 

spent the morning conducting three crisis interventions, the afternoon in back-to-back 

student sessions, and her lunch period catching up on documentation. Tomorrow 

 

 



 
 

promised more of the same, and while she loved her work deeply, Maria couldn't 

remember the last time she had left work feeling energized rather than depleted. 

This scenario plays out daily for school counselors across the country. As dedicated 

professionals who support the mental health and development of students, school 

counselors often place their own wellbeing last. This comprehensive guide addresses the 

critical importance of self-care for these essential educators and offers practical, 

sustainable strategies to prevent burnout and maintain the passion that brought them to 

this meaningful profession. 

Understanding Counselor Burnout: The Silent Crisis in 

Schools 

School counselors stand at the intersection of numerous demands. They provide emotional 

support to students in crisis, collaborate with teachers and administration, communicate 

with parents, manage testing coordination, and handle a multitude of administrative tasks. 

This constant juggling act creates a perfect storm for burnout. 

Recent research from the American School Counselor Association reveals that 73% of 

school counselors report experiencing symptoms of burnout, with 55% considering leaving 

the profession altogether. The consequences extend beyond the individual counselors to 

impact the students they serve, as burnout diminishes the quality and consistency of 

support available to vulnerable youth. 

The Warning Signs 

Before exploring solutions, it's important to recognize the indicators of counselor burnout: 

●​ Emotional exhaustion and feeling drained after work 

●​ Decreased empathy or compassion fatigue 

●​ Increased irritability with colleagues or students 

●​ Sleep disturbances or physical symptoms like headaches 

●​ Difficulty concentrating or making decisions 

●​ Diminished sense of professional accomplishment 
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●​ Social withdrawal from colleagues and loved ones 

●​ Questioning career choice or fantasizing about other jobs 

The Self-Care Framework: A Holistic Approach 

Effective self-care for school counselors requires a multi-dimensional approach that 

addresses physical, emotional, professional, and spiritual wellbeing. Let's explore each 

dimension with practical, implementable strategies. 

Physical Self-Care: Honoring Your Body's Needs 

Your body is the vessel through which you serve others. Honoring its needs isn't 

selfish—it's necessary. 

Micromovement Throughout the Day 

Rather than viewing exercise as another obligation to fit into an already packed schedule, 

incorporate movement into your existing routine: 

●​ Set a timer to stand and stretch for two minutes between student sessions 

●​ Practice "walking meetings" with colleagues when feasible 

●​ Use a portion of your lunch break for a brief walk outside 

●​ Implement simple desk stretches that target common tension areas 

Nutrition as Fuel 

School counselors often skip meals or grab whatever is convenient in the midst of their 

hectic days: 

●​ Prepare grab-and-go breakfast options for busy mornings 

●​ Stock your office with nutrient-dense snacks like nuts, fruit, and yogurt 

●​ Use a weekend hour to prepare healthy lunches for the week 

●​ Stay hydrated with a designated water bottle that travels with you 
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Prioritizing Sleep 

Quality sleep is non-negotiable for maintaining emotional regulation and cognitive 

function: 

●​ Establish a consistent sleep routine, even on weekends 

●​ Create a "wind-down" ritual to transition from work mode to rest 

●​ Remove electronic devices from the bedroom 

●​ Consider sleep-supporting supplements like magnesium or herbal teas (after 

consulting with a healthcare provider) 

Emotional Self-Care: Managing the Emotional Labor 

Counseling is inherently emotional work. These strategies help process and manage the 

emotional toll: 

Boundary Setting and Maintenance 

Clara, a high school counselor in Portland, realized she was checking emails until midnight 

and worrying about students throughout the weekend. Her supervisor helped her 

implement a boundary system: 

●​ Establish clear working hours and communicate them to stakeholders 

●​ Create email signatures that set response time expectations 

●​ Use physical rituals to mentally "leave work at work" 

●​ Practice saying "no" or "not now" to non-urgent requests 

Emotional Processing Techniques 

●​ Maintain a reflection journal to process difficult interactions 

●​ Schedule regular sessions with your own therapist or counselor 

●​ Establish a peer supervision group with fellow counselors 

●​ Utilize emotional release activities like creative arts or physical exercise 
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Mindfulness Practices 

Mindfulness helps counselors stay present rather than ruminating on past sessions or 

worrying about future crises: 

●​ Begin each day with a five-minute centering meditation 

●​ Practice brief grounding techniques between student sessions 

●​ Incorporate mindful eating during lunch breaks 

●​ Use apps like Calm, Headspace, or Insight Timer for guided practices 

Professional Self-Care: Sustainable Career Practices 

Effective Time Management 

●​ Block schedule your calendar to include administrative time 

●​ Batch similar tasks together (e.g., all phone calls, all documentation) 

●​ Build in buffer time between student appointments 

●​ Schedule your own self-care as non-negotiable calendar appointments 

Continual Learning and Growth 

Professional development can be reinvigorating rather than depleting: 

●​ Join professional organizations that offer supportive resources 

●​ Attend conferences or webinars that reignite your passion 

●​ Read literature outside your typical scope to bring fresh perspectives 

●​ Mentor a new counselor to reconnect with your professional purpose 

Workspace Optimization 

Your physical environment impacts your mental state: 

●​ Incorporate plants, photos, or meaningful objects in your office 

●​ Ensure proper ergonomics to prevent physical strain 

●​ Designate a "calm corner" for your own brief moments of reset 

●​ Use aromatherapy (being mindful of student sensitivities) 
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Relational Self-Care: Nurturing Community 

Isolation exacerbates burnout. Connection counters it: 

Building Professional Support Networks 

●​ Connect with counselors from other schools for perspective 

●​ Establish a monthly meetup with colleagues facing similar challenges 

●​ Join online communities for school counselors 

●​ Attend supervision sessions, even when optional 

Meaningful Personal Relationships 

●​ Schedule regular quality time with loved ones 

●​ Share your workday experiences while maintaining confidentiality 

●​ Engage in activities unrelated to counseling with friends 

●​ Consider joining groups focused on hobbies or interests outside education 

Creating a Sustainable Self-Care Plan 

The following framework helps counselors move from knowing about self-care to practicing 

it consistently: 

The MAPS Approach 

M - Measure your current state Conduct a personal assessment of burnout symptoms 

and current self-care practices. Be honest about where you stand right now. 

A - Assess your needs and resources Identify your specific challenges and the resources 

available to address them, including time, social support, and institutional backing. 

P - Plan specific, small actions Develop a concrete, realistic plan with small, doable 

actions rather than sweeping changes. 
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S - Schedule and sustain Place self-care activities on your calendar and build in 

accountability measures. 

Advocating for Systemic Change 

While personal self-care is essential, addressing the systemic factors contributing to 

counselor burnout is equally important: 

●​ Advocate for appropriate counselor-to-student ratios 

●​ Request administrative support for non-counseling tasks 

●​ Propose wellness initiatives at the school or district level 

●​ Contribute to policy discussions affecting counselor workload 

A Day in the Life: A Reimagined Approach 

Let's revisit Maria from our opening story, but with self-care integrated into her routine: 

6:30 AM: Maria starts her day with 10 minutes of meditation and a nutritious breakfast. 

7:45 AM: Before students arrive, she reviews her calendar, identifying high-priority tasks and 

building in two 15-minute breaks. 

10:30 AM: Between student sessions, Maria takes three deep breaths and drinks water. 

12:15 PM: During lunch, she steps outside for fresh air and eats mindfully away from her desk. 

2:30 PM: During her scheduled break, she exchanges supportive texts with her counselor peer 

group. 

4:45 PM: Before leaving, Maria completes a brief end-of-day ritual, listing three meaningful 

moments and placing unfinished tasks on tomorrow's list. 

5:15 PM: She leaves work on time, listening to an uplifting podcast on her commute. 

7:00 PM: After dinner, she enjoys quality time with family without checking work emails. 
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The difference is clear. While the demands haven't changed, Maria's approach has evolved 

to incorporate self-care throughout her day, allowing her to sustain her passion for this 

vital work. 

Conclusion: Self-Care as Professional Responsibility 

For school counselors, self-care isn't a luxury—it's a professional and ethical imperative. 

Just as flight attendants instruct passengers to secure their own oxygen masks before 

assisting others, counselors must attend to their own wellbeing to effectively support their 

students. 

By implementing these strategies and advocating for systemic support, school counselors 

can transform their professional experience from one of depletion to sustainable 

fulfillment. The students who benefit from your guidance deserve the best version of 

you—and so do you. 

 

Author's Note: This guide was developed in consultation with practicing school counselors and 

mental health professionals. While these strategies are broadly applicable, each counselor 

should adapt them to their unique circumstances and needs. If you're experiencing severe 

burnout symptoms, please consider seeking support from a mental health professional. 
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