


















Counselling Skills Essay – 3,2 words

Melissa Davies 2215292



The recording used in this assignment is Recording 5, Group 4. 





Critically reflect on your use of the foundational skills of counselling.

   Within this assignment, I will critically reflect on my own use of counselling skills during a thirty-minute recorded session with a fellow student counsellor. For confidentiality purposes, throughout this essay, I will refer to the other student in the recording as ‘the client.’ Applying Carl Roger’s theory, I have used a person-centred approach to counselling skills, whereby, the focus is solely on the client. As the student counsellor, I will allow the client the time to talk about anything they feel comfortable with, with minimal intervention. The essay will explore theory from Midwinter, McLeod, Egan and others to highlight the importance of reflection in person-centred therapy, the use of metaphor, SOLAR and the importance of silence in a counselling session. I will also draw upon the contracting framework of the BACP and explore how this aligns within my own delivery of the contract. Upon reflecting on the recording of the session, I will highlight areas that I feel went well with the session and my own counselling skills, but also highlighting areas of improvement and what I would have done differently, if the session were to happen again. Working through the session in chronological order, I will pick out key points, themes and skills displayed throughout, providing the time of the recoding where these are evidenced.

   Chronologically, I’d like to start with the contracting of the session, which can be seen at the beginning of the recording. (0:10) According to Charlotte Sills (2006) “contracting is a vital feature of the therapeutic process.” (Sills, 2006. pp 4) It was important for me to set the boundaries for the session and sessions to come. Introducing the client to the contracting, firstly, I made them aware that I am a “student practising counselling skills” within the University. (0:11) Then, making them aware of the time of the session – including the time the session will end. The time of the session is an element of contracting that is highlighted by the British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP). Ethics managers within the BACP, Sarah Millward and Kathleen Daymond (2022) outline a list of important components to include in the contracting between the client and counsellor; The timeframe of the session being one of them. Confidentiality is another element of contracting that is highlighted by Millward and Daymond (2022). In the recording, after discussing the timeframe of the session, I inform the client that the session is being recorded (0:40). Also, making a point of reminding the client that although there will be a “level of confidentiality” maintained, there will be “limits” to this (0:50). The limits being that certain information may need to be shared in order to protect the safety of the client and others (1:00). This aligns with the BACP’s framework of contracting, areas covered are confidentiality and when confidentiality may be breached, “in relation to certain laws” or if there are concerns about any “harm to yourself (the client) or harm to others.” (Daymond & Millward, 2022) Finally, a point made within the contracting on the recording is an acknowledgement to current COVID-19 guidelines within the university. Informing the client that the university does not require mask-wearing currently, I also ask the client if they are comfortable with the set-up of the session (1:20). 

   However, as highlighted by Millward and Daymond, contracting is “preferably provided in a written format.” (Millward & Daymond, 2022) They suggest that this could be in the form of a formal agreement that the client may sign or perhaps a “leaflet” that the client can hold onto and refer to when necessary. (Millward & Daymond, 2022) In regard to my own experience, I feel that a written contract between myself, as the student counsellor, and the client would have been beneficial. This may limit any ‘grey’ areas that may not have been given much attention when verbally explaining the contract; But also, the client has time to refer back to the contract at any point and spend any time needed to interpret it.

   It was important, for me, as the student counsellor to allow the client to discuss anything that they wanted to share and felt comfortable doing so. By applying Carl Rogers’ person-centred approach, I wanted to allow the client the time to ‘open up’ and talk about their frustrations within their workplace, to allow them to understand why this might be, without being asked. In their book, ‘Embedded Counselling and Communication Skills,’ Midwinter and Dickson (2015) quote Carl Rogers from 1980, “Individuals have, within themselves, vast resources for self-understanding and for altering their self-concepts…” (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015, pp 13) As a student practicing counselling skills, I have interpreted this to mean that, as individuals, we have an immense level of self-understanding; No one knows us better than our selves – and so, we hold the recourses to resolve our own issues and change our attitudes or ‘self-concepts’ and person-centred therapy can help us to do this. With this in mind, I felt it was important to let the client talk about her experiences at work, without interrupting her. For example, at 3:37 the client states that she thought she could “change.” When watching the recoding back, I feel as though I could have intervened here, maybe asking ‘what did you want to change?’ Remembering to avoid asking ‘why?’ there was a need for change. However, without asking any questions here, allowed the client to elaborate in her own way. She states that she wanted to change the “system from inside.” (3:37) Which led her to talk about her accomplishments in gaining her PGCE around being a full-time mum, as well as work commitments. 

   Whilst I felt it was important not to intervene at this stage in the session, as the client and I could get a feel as to what themes may be surfacing; I did, however, feel it was important to capture the client’s feelings while they were describing and recollecting the journey made in their career. When describing the courses that the client had attended to be able to teach them to college students; she mentions that she “loved it, but it was manic.” (4:57) In hindsight, I can see that the client recollects a positive feeling towards the experience as in they “loved it,” but using the word “but” it was manic, to almost counteract that positive memory. Something I would perhaps change about this part of the session, would be to clarify this with the client. Perhaps by asking if she was using the word “manic” in a positive way, was this a positive memory? However, not long after, I use immediacy to ask the client, “what elements of it did you love?” (5:15) After asking this question, the client explains what it was that she loved about the experience. This could be considered as a form of immediacy. In a journal article discussing ‘Immediacy in Counselling Skills,’ by Art Turock (1980), they explain how immediacy involves “a counsellor’s understanding and communicating of what is going on between the counsellor and client.” (Turock, 1980. pp 168) They explain that this “particularly involves the client’s feelings.” (Turock, 1980. pp 168) By asking the client what it was that she loved about the experience, I was able to bring the client’s attention to her feelings surrounding the experience being described, rather than just describing it.

   As the session continues, the client explains how she enjoys enabling students reach their full potential, especially those with additional learning needs. It is at this point, as the student counsellor, that I intervene to gain a better understanding of how the client feels in this role by asking, “do you find that this is rewarding?” (6:20) A similar theme that I have noticed upon reflection, is the retraction of the positive feelings being addressed with the client. For example, they admit they find the role rewarding, but then quickly stating, “this is where the guilt comes in…” (6:22) When reflecting on my own counselling skills as the student counsellor, although the client explains why she associates the feeling of guilt with the rewarding aspect of the role; Perhaps I could have used immediacy here to reflect this follow up of a potential negative associating with something positive. Although, there have been other uses of reflection; Reflecting themes and threads back to the client. For example, when the client explains how she “gains respect first” then the students respect her in return. (7:55) She explains how some students who may have “assertive” parents with a high level of authority at home, so receiving this in school may make students more likely to retract from education. At 8:15, I reflect this back to the client by highlighting the fact that she “notices this” in the students as well as “channelling and tuning into” this aspect of teaching. 

   Moving on through the session, it becomes clear that the client may be dealing with a conflict of interest with other colleagues at work where student engagement is involved. To capture this, I intervene to get a better understanding of what the client is experiencing here. At 12:21, I point out how the client is “noticing the conflict in approaches” between herself and her colleagues; Even using a phrase, for example, “it sounds like you’re not all singing from the same hymn sheet?” (12:30) Although, as the student counsellor, I cannot fully understand how the client, or any client, may be feeling or experiencing; Using this phrase or ‘saying,’ I felt may have been effective in capturing what the client may be feeling or experiencing in her role that she is describing. The client, herself uses a metaphor in response to this. She says, “as soon as I drive through the gates, I’m going down the rabbit hole with Alice…” (12:42) The client compares her experience of driving into work with a significant scene in Alice in Wonderland. The uses of metaphor here made by myself and the client can be considered as extremely meaningful within counselling skills. “Metaphors provide opportunities to develop the relationship between the person and counsellor.” (McLeod & McLeod, 2011. pp 168) The use of my metaphor to depict how the client and her colleagues were not all “singing from the same hymn sheet” may have encouraged the client to use her own metaphor – “going down the rabbit hole with Alice.” McLeod & McLeod also point out that because metaphors are “vivid and out of the ordinary, they are highly memorable.” Also, the client is “more likely to remember a vivid metaphor following a counselling session than other topics and ideas…” (McLeod & McLeod, 2011. pp 168) Although the client uses a vivid metaphor, herself, I feel it encompasses the theory of person-centred therapy; Because the client has used the metaphor of Alice, herself, this may have had a more meaningful and powerful impact on the client. 

   Upon reflection, whilst starting to identify the first initial themes of the session, being frustration and change; I shift my attention to my own body language when using counselling skills. Gerard Egan introduced a ‘Guideline for Visibly Tuning in to Clients.’ Within this, I had applied his acronym of ‘SOLAR’ to the session to display listening and attending skills. Up to this point in the session and throughout I have been able to recognise the different aspects of ‘SOLAR’ put into practise. For example, facing the client ‘Squarely,’ maintaining good ‘Eye Contact,’ and displaying a ‘Relaxed’ posture. (Egan, 2013. pp 77) Areas I feel I could improve on and practice further after watching the recording would be adopting an ’Open Posture’ and remembering that it is possible to ‘Lean’ towards the client at times. (Egan, 2013. Pp 77)

   As the session continues, the client shifts from discussing her frustrations in her workplace to her own qualities. She explains how she is “good at opening people up…” (14:53) The client describes an experience of being in a nail salon and a stranger offloading her “life story onto her.” As the client describes this, I struggle to work out if this is a positive or negative experience for the client; The client herself seems to feel confused and frustrated in this experience. With this in mind, I use immediacy to make sense of the experience the client describes to reflect a positive quality of the client. At 15:34, I intervene by saying, “It sounds as if you sort of have this natural quality about you, that is quite admiring, and it kind of makes people feel at ease, even in public…” I use the example of the experience at the nail salon to show how people feel they can open up and be comfortable around her, highlighting this as an admirable quality. With this response, I did not want to super-impose my own perception of the client but tried to provide the client with perhaps a different perspective on the experience. Again, using metaphor, I suggest that this is mirrored both inside and outside of work, suggesting that this is a natural quality of the client. Then reflecting back what I have heard, that these natural qualities of the client, such as being present, compassionate and the want to help people, may not be the same as her colleagues in work; Which ultimately links back to her frustrations within the workplace. As the student counsellor, I check back in with the client here, to make sure that I am understanding her feelings and experience by asking “…would that be right?” (16:18) She confirms, “that is right.” (16:20)

   At this point in the session, I got the impression that the client felt as if her role in the college meant so much more than keeping pupils in education, but also acting as their advocate. When attending meetings with colleagues, it sounds as if the client not only voices her own opinions and frustrations, but also those of the students. I put this to the client by asking, “do you feel that building a rapport with the pupils - it sounds as if you are learning more about them, building that rapport, but then also feeling that you need to be their advocate as well?”(17:30) In their book, ‘Counselling Skills: A Practical Guide for Counsellors and Helping Professionals,’ John and Julie McLeod (2011) explain that as the client talks, “they are mapping out their story and describing their experience.”(McLeod & McLeod, 2011. pp 170) With this in mind, in hindsight, I feel I could have refrained from intervening here, to allow the client to come to this conclusion in her own time while talking about her experience. The McLeod’s also explain that as a client describes their own experience, “they listen to their own words, reflecting on the meaning and implications of what they have said.” (McLeod & McLeod, 2011. pp 170) This links back to Carl Roger’s person-centred approach, by allowing the client to conclude, themselves, that they are an advocate to their students may have been more powerful and meaningful than someone else pointing this out. 

   Towards the second half of the session, the client reflects on her own upbringing and experiences in education. She disclosed that her own upbringing “wasn’t brilliant” and linked this to her behaviour. She described her own behaviour in school as “horrendous,” and highlighted that “no one took the time out to work out why I was the way I was.” (19:44) During this part of the session, I felt that the client’s attention had shifted from her role in her work to herself. The client uses a form of reflective practice, to reflect on her own experience as a child in school, exploring how this made her feel and providing this experience to understand how it affected her life in education. At 20:27 the client describes how she felt “invisible” to her teachers. In response to this, I quickly intervened to reflect and summarize what I have heard, to the client. However, when reflecting on my own counselling skills, I feel that the use of silence would have been impactful here. Linking back to McLeod’s reference to allowing the client to listen to their own words, reflecting on the “meaning and implications” of what they say; It is through my own reflection of the session that I can see how swiftly moving on from this statement from the client, that she felt “invisible” could have been detrimental to the client’s process of reflection. Alta Van Dyk (2008) points out that silences can be meaningful in an atmosphere of trust and rapport between counsellor and client… it becomes a time of reflection and gathering of thoughts and feelings.” (Van Dyk, 2008. pp 237) From this, I feel that using a silence in this space, after disclosing the description of feeling ‘invisible’ would have allowed the client to register what she had said. It could have allowed her time to pause and reflect, perhaps exploring how this made her feel, on a deeper level. When watching the recording, I feel this something I would change in terms of my own counselling skills.

   Towards the end of the session, the client reflects on her memories of early childhood. (21:37) She explains how her five-year-old self adapted to change when her biological dad left the family home and the introduction to a stepfather on the same day. She recollects her mother often appearing “sad,” so the client bought her a rose every Friday to symbolise “I love you.” (22:00) As the student counsellor, it was difficult for me not to provide my own personal opinions or thoughts on this. On reflection, I would perhaps refrain from using certain facial expressions if I were to conduct the session again. This is because I feel that my facial expressions could be interpreted as a form of ‘pity’ during this part of session, rather than empathy, ‘pity’ is not an emotion I intended or wanted to portray here. This leads me onto the summarizing or ending of the session. I feed back to client the main themes from the session. Those being change and frustration. However, during this summarizing, I ask, “what are your next steps?” (25:25) With only five minutes to spare of the session, I would have ideally asked this earlier on in the session to allow the client time to consider her next steps in more detail. 

   To conclude, I feel that I have evidenced, in the recorded session, examples of effective counselling skills. Examples include the use of contracting, immediacy, listening and attending, allowing the client a safe space and using reflection and metaphor to summarise the feelings of the client, that I have heard, back to them. Using Gerard Egan’s theory of SOLAR, I have been able to recognise aspects of SOLAR being displayed in the session, I have been able to recognise areas that may need improvement. I have also highlighted the use of metaphor and using theory to understand how it can be a powerful and meaningful tool within counselling skills. As well as noticing my strengths, I have also been able to recognise areas of improvement and things I would have done differently. An example of this would be remembering to impact of silence within a counselling session to allow the client to pause and reflect on what they have shared. Only when re-watching the recording, can I truly understand the impact of this and how moving on too quickly could come in the way of a client’s journey of reflection.
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