
 

First Impressions Can Be Dangerous 

One of the great joys of my professional career has been training doctoral students. I have loved clinical 

work for more than forty years, but there has always been something uniquely rewarding about helping 

young clinicians find their footing. Watching a student gradually develop confidence, sharpen clinical 

skills, and discover a professional identity of their own is one of the most satisfying experiences I know. 

Over the years I have supervised many students. Some were brilliant. Some struggled. Some surprised 

me. A few left footprints on my heart. Karen Coppock was one of those students. 

 

What makes that statement somewhat amusing is that I almost threw her application away. At the time, 

I was directing the practicum training program for Graduate Medical Education within Child and Family 

Behavioral Health Services at Madigan Army Medical Center. Reviewing applications was a routine part 

of my responsibilities. Most followed a familiar pattern. Students described their interests, their 

academic achievements, and their professional goals. After reading hundreds of them, the applications 

began to sound remarkably similar. 

 

Then Karen's arrived. 

 

The first thing she told me was that she was an activist. I remember leaning back in my chair and 

thinking that this was certainly an unusual way to introduce oneself to a military hospital. My 

imagination immediately filled in the blanks. I pictured ideological battles, unnecessary conflict, and a 

student who might be more interested in causes than patients. Had I trusted that first reaction, Karen's 

application would have gone no further. Fortunately, something stopped me. There was something 
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thoughtful in the way she wrote, something genuine and sincere that made me keep reading. The more I 

read, the more curious I became. 

The Phone Call 

Eventually I noticed her phone number and decided to do something I rarely did. I picked up the phone 

and called her. When she answered, I introduced myself and explained who I was. Then I asked the 

question that had been bouncing around in my head ever since I opened her application. 

 

“Karen, you do realize you're applying to a military hospital, don't you?” 

 

She laughed. At least that is how I remember it. We talked for a while, and I finally asked whether she 

thought she could set aside her activism long enough to focus on learning. I told her that if she could, I 

believed we could provide one of the finest training experiences available anywhere. What impressed 

me was not simply her answer. It was the spirit in which she answered. There was no defensiveness, no 

argument, and no attempt to convince me that I should not have concerns. She listened carefully, 

reflected on the question, and responded thoughtfully. That conversation stayed with me long after we 

hung up. 

 

We interviewed her. We accepted her. Then I waited to find out whether my instincts had been brilliant 

or disastrous. 

Waiting to Meet Karen 

Karen rotated through two other psychologists before she eventually arrived on my service. During that 

time I heard encouraging reports. My colleagues liked her. They spoke highly of her work ethic, her 

intelligence, and her professionalism. Even so, I remained curious. I still remembered that application. I 

still remembered my initial assumptions. I wondered what I would find when she finally rotated onto my 

service. 

 

I loved supervision. I loved helping students grow. Administration was necessary. Meetings were 

unavoidable. But training was where my heart lived. There is something deeply rewarding about 

watching a young clinician develop confidence and competence. By the time Karen arrived, I was 

hopeful, interested, and eager to see whether the promise others saw in her would become evident to 

me as well. 

A Different Kind of Activist 

What I discovered surprised me. Karen was bright, but lots of students are bright. She was articulate, but 

many students are articulate. What distinguished Karen was her willingness to engage difficult ideas 

without becoming threatened by them. She possessed strong convictions, yet she remained curious. 

That combination is far rarer than most people realize. 
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As the months passed, we found ourselves discussing subjects that extended well beyond treatment 

plans and diagnostic formulations. We talked about families, trauma, resilience, culture, ethics, and the 

many ways people attempt to make sense of suffering. Not surprisingly, there were times when we 

approached these topics from very different perspectives. What impressed me was that Karen never 

seemed interested in winning arguments. She wanted to understand. When I challenged an assumption, 

she listened. When I offered a perspective she had not considered, she reflected on it. Just as 

importantly, there were times when she challenged me, and I found myself doing something that every 

good supervisor should continue doing throughout life: learning. 

 

The more we talked, the more I realized that Karen had quietly dismantled many of the assumptions I 

had attached to the word activist. She did not accomplish that through persuasion or political debate. 

She accomplished it through character. She showed me that a person can hold strong convictions while 

remaining open-minded, that a person can advocate passionately without becoming rigid, and that 

curiosity and conviction are not enemies. In Karen, those qualities existed side by side. 

The Student Becomes the Teacher 

One of the humbling realities of teaching is that sometimes the student ends up teaching the teacher. I 

expected to help Karen grow as a clinician, and I hope I did. What I did not expect was that she would 

broaden my understanding of people. She reminded me that labels are often poor substitutes for 

genuine understanding. It is remarkably easy to categorize people and assume we already know who 

they are. It is much harder to remain curious enough to discover the human being behind the label. 

 

As our supervision continued, I found myself looking forward to our meetings. The conversations were 

thoughtful, challenging, and energizing. We did not agree on everything, nor should we have. Yet 

disagreement never became disrespect. In an age where people often retreat into tribes and 

caricatures, Karen possessed the maturity to engage difficult ideas without becoming disagreeable. That 

quality earned my respect and admiration. 

 

Somewhere along the way, I stopped thinking of Karen as “the activist.” She simply became Karen. The 

label faded. The person remained. And the person turned out to be remarkable. 

Footprints on My Heart 

Over the years I have continued to watch Karen grow. She has remained true to herself while continuing 

to develop professionally. She has held onto her convictions while maintaining the courage to think 

independently. That path has not always been easy. People who refuse to simply follow the crowd often 

pay a price for doing so. Yet she has continued moving forward with determination, integrity, and heart. 

 

Looking back now, what strikes me most is how close I came to missing one of the most rewarding 

supervisory relationships of my career. Had I trusted my assumptions rather than my curiosity, Karen's 



Karen Coppock: The Activist Who Surprised Me 
    -Jeffrey E. Hansen, Ph.D. 
 
 

Page | 4 
 

application might have ended up in a discard pile and our paths never would have crossed. Instead, I 

made a phone call. One conversation led to another. A training experience became a friendship. A 

student became a colleague I deeply respect. 

 

If Karen ever needs a recommendation, I will gladly write it. If she ever needs encouragement, I will 

gladly offer it. Not because we agree on everything. We do not. Not because we see the world the same 

way. We do not. I would do those things because she earned my respect through her character, her 

curiosity, and her willingness to engage the world thoughtfully. 

 

Thank you, Karen. You taught your old supervisor something important. You reminded me that curiosity 

is often wiser than assumption and that some of the most meaningful people in our lives arrive wrapped 

in surprises. I am grateful that I picked up the phone, and I am grateful that our paths crossed. 

 


