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A key component of this course is the skills sessions each week where students have the opportunity to apply the skills they have learnt. These sessions are important because they give students a chance to apply their skills in an environment which emulates a counselling session. McLeod and McLeod (2011) highlight the importance of analysing the use of one's counselling skills as it provides an invaluable opportunity to identify strengths and weaknesses. The aim of this assignment is to critically evaluate the use of my counselling skills. I will achieve this by analysing a recorded session where my role is the counsellor, and a member of my cohort is my client. Throughout the assignment I will discuss when I used a counselling skill and how I effectively I think I did so.

Prior to recording I made sure to find a private and undisturbed location within my home. The BACP (2019) state that the client must feel confident that they cannot be overheard at any point during the session. This enables the client to engage with the session better and shows that you are respecting their confidentiality. It is also advised to use headphones to further decrease the likelihood of the session being overheard. It is important to note that at the time of the recording my usual wireless headphones had ran out of battery due to recording another session in the same evening. Due to this I did not have adequate time to sufficiently charge my headphones. In order to rectify this, I have since bought a spare set of headphones and ensure that one set always has a full battery.

Once ensuring that I was in a secure and comfortable space I proceed to initiate the counselling session and begin recording. I began the session by greeting my client by her first name and welcomed her to the session. At the time of recording, I already knew my client because we had been working together in a triad for several weeks and did not feel it was necessary to introduce myself. However, if I was working with a client who was new to me, and I am them I would ensure to introduce myself. After the initial greeting I then proceeded to inform my client of the nature of the session and began to go over the contract. Reeves (2013) states that it is important that the client is presented with as much information as possible early in the therapy process. This ensures that the client is able to make an informed decision about whether they wish to continue. 

Reeves (2013) suggests that contracting should be undertaken with the client in the first session, however it is up to the counsellor when they begin the discussion of contracting. In the recorded session I chose to discuss the contract before inviting my client to talk about her issues. I found it beneficial to discuss the contract at the beginning of the session because it gave my client the opportunity to discuss any amendments that may need to be made to the contract and it helps develop an understanding of boundaries and confidentiality. Furthermore, I will be able to determine whether I have the capabilities to help my client, and in turn my client will make an assessment as to whether they feel respected and understood and if they wish to develop the relationship with the counsellor (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).

Sills (2006) put forward that there must be a number of core conditions that form the basis of any counselling contract. Firstly, the client must come to the session because they are aware of their incongruence and want to change. Secondly, the counsellor must be authentic in the relationship and show a willingness to be open with the client. Thirdly, the counsellor must show an empathetic understanding and put aside any judgement or preconceptions they may have. Sills (2006) states that the counsellor has a professional responsibility to be empathetically understanding to their client, and highlights that it is important to try and understand things from the client's frame of reference. The final condition is an unconditional positive regard for the client, which asks the counsellor to accept all of the clients' thoughts, beliefs and feelings with an equal amount of respect and attention.

As previously stated, I chose to discuss the contract with my client at the start of the session and we did so verbally as opposed to a written contractual agreement. I started the discussion by notifying my client that the session would be recorded and due to this there may be an observer or an external examiner who would view our session. It is important to note that while my client knew this would be the case before going into the session, I still ensured that she verbally consented before continuing any further. After gaining her consent I went on to highlight that due to the session being recorded there may an issue with the session being completely confidential. On reflection I feel that I could have expanded on that point and further discussed ways in which I could ensure my client felt comfortable to continue. For instance, if at any point in the session my client did not want to discuss a topic or felt uncomfortable with it being recording or observed, I should have explored ways in which my client could notify me whether it be verbally or a gesture. 

Furthermore, it would been beneficial to expand on how the recording of the session would be stored and who had access to it. The BACP (2020) state that all online sessions should be adequately protected and recommend password protected devices which only the counsellor has access to. Also, the BACP Code of Ethics (2018) stipulate that the client must give permission for the counsellor to use any work or sessions with themselves. Secondly, the counsellor must inform the client that any sessions they do consent to being used, they will ensure that the client is thoroughly anonymised. Finally, the counsellor must inform the client of the intended use of sharing the session such as required by training. The last part of the contract discussed was the length of the session which was to be twenty-five to thirty minutes.  

Once the discuss about the contract had been completed, I proceed to initiate a conversation with my client by using a door opening question. The Australian Institute of Professional Counsellors (2012) define door openers as a useful aid that helps provide encouragement for the client to tell their story.  This is achieved through a short non-judgmental question or statement. Nelson-Jones (2016) states that door openers give the client permission to talk and indicate that the counsellor is prepared to listen. In the recording I used a simple open question to give my client the opportunity to discuss what brought her to the session. Through using a door opening question I handed over control to my client and provided the opportunity for her to talk at her own pace. Nelson-Jones (2016) wrote that when giving clients permission to talk it is also important that one's body language and vocal tone be inviting and trustworthy. When I asked my client, what brought her to the session I tried to convey warmth in my voice and smile openly. 

Throughout the session I was mindful of my body language and how it could be perceived by my client. Nelson-Jones (2016) highlights that it is important for the counsellor's body language to convey that they are receptive to the client and interested in what they have to say. At times, I felt that I was at a disadvantage because I was not with my client in person and was limited to interacting through a computer screen. One way I found helpful for conveying to my client that I was listening was using minimal encouragers. Kuntze Van der Molen and Born (2009) defined minimal encouragement as a brief verbal response which is used to encourage the client and show the counsellor is listening. One of example of a minimal encourager would be nodding when the client is talking and saying ‘uh huh’ or ‘mm’. In the session, I typically would use minimal encouragers when my client was speaking to me. I found the use of minimal encouragers to be beneficial as they allowed me to convey to my client that I was listening to what she was telling me in a way that did not interrupt her and disrupt the flow of the session.


Throughout the session I used different responding skills such as paraphrasing and reflecting to gain an understanding of my client's frame of reference. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) define paraphrasing as the process of listening to what your client has said and rephrasing it in your own words to show that you have understood. When paraphrasing what a client has said it is important to try to do so clearly and briefly and to focus on the client’s experience of fact and feelings. Nelson-Jones (2016) found that when paraphrasing is done well the client may response with comments such as ‘that is right’ or ‘yes, exactly’. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) adds to this by stating that paraphrasing helps the client feel like they are being heard and understood by the counsellor. During the session I tended to paraphrase after my client had made a statement or spoke about an experience. 

When I analysed how I used paraphrasing in the session, I feel that there are times where I was able to do so succinctly and provide a clear reflection of my client's statement. One example can be witnessed three minutes into the session. Here I was able to accurately pick out the important facts of my client's story and show her that I understood her frame of reference which further helped me understand the difficulties she felt. After reflecting on what I paraphrased my client agreed that what I had said was accurate, which strengthened our therapeutic relationship. Overall, I found paraphrasing to be a useful skill, however, at times I believe I was not able to do utilise it effectively. 

One example of when I did not paraphrase well can be seen nineteen minutes into the session. When I attempted to paraphrase what my client had said I believe that I spoke for too long and dominated the conversation while repeating myself a lot. Due to this my client had to stop speaking to allow me to finish which disrupted the flow of her narrative. Furthermore, as well as dominating the conversation I recognise that I was leading my client in the direction of my viewpoint. Hough (2014) states that it is never helpful for the client when the counsellor leads the session, and they can feel compelled to agree with what counsellor said. 

Linked to paraphrasing is the skill of reflecting which can be done through identifying the clients' feelings, the content of the experience and identifying the meaning. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) write that it is important to reflect on all aspects of the conversation and not focus on one specific area. Through acknowledging all aspects of the issue, the client is presented with the opportunity to explore their concerns and have the option of choosing an area to focus on. Nelson-Jones (2016) advised that when making a reflection about a client's feelings it is always important to check the accuracy of your reflection and to do tentatively. Any time I would make an observation or reflect I would use to the tone of my voice to convey my tentativeness and always aim to be non-judgmental and respectful. For instance, just after twelve minutes into the session I used reflection to identify the feelings of my client, the content of her story and identify meaning. When I ended my reflection, I asked my client a closed question to clarify the accuracy of my reflection. 

On several occasions during the session, I asked a series of question to my client with the aim of facilitating self-exploration. Reeves (2013) found that when therapy with a client is time-limited the use of questions can help provide focus and direction which helps sessions be used to their full potential. Questions can also be used to help structure a clients thinking and be a useful tool for facilitating a collaborative relationship between client and counsellor. When posing a question, it is important not to ask too many otherwise the client may feel like they are being interrogated. It is also important to examine why a question is being asked. Nine minutes into the session I asked my client a question which on reflection was more so out of curiosity and for my own clarity. Hough (2014) found that counsellors can sometimes ask a question as a way of getting the facts straight instead of doing so to gain a better understanding of their client's frame of reference.

Twenty-two minutes into the session my client spoke about how she did not know where to begin with the self-care process. I chose to ask her an open question with the intention of encouraging her to explore different options. I felt like it was an appropriate type of question to ask as my client had stated she was unsure how to proceed and the question created a good opportunity to collaboratively explore ways in which she could practice self-care. Another way in which I could have encouraged my client to consider new ideas is through posing a hypothetical question. McLeod and McLeod (2011) state that hypothetical questions are a good tool for encouraging clients to consider new possibilities. For example, I could have asked her if a friend had come to her with the same uncertainty, what advice she would give them. From there my client and I could have worked collaboratively to explore how she could use that advice and apply it herself.

When I reflect on my use of questions, I can recognise points during the session when I did not use them effectively. One example of this can be seen just after thirteen minutes into the session I asked my client a question to clarify how an experience made her feel. When I reflect on why I asked a question then I can now see that I did so because I was unsure how to respond to my client and so I asked a question to fill in the gap. McLeod and McLeod (2011) describe how silence can be used as a way for the client to process what they have said and how it can also help a client reflect on the meaning of what they feel. I believe that if I had utilised silence instead of asking another question, then it would have given my client the necessary time and space to reflect on how she was feeling. Furthermore, it would have given me the chance to compose my thoughts and continue the session in a more efficient and empathetic manner. 

At minute twenty-four I informed my client that the session would be coming to an end. I then used a closed question to ask my client if there was anything my client felt she didn’t have chance to discuss or wanted to further explore. On reflection I can now see that asking this question at the end of the session was problematic. At the start of the session myself and client had agreed during the contracting stage of the session that the length of the session would be twenty-five to thirty minutes. If my client had responded by stating she wanted to discuss a new topic at the end of the session, there would be a great risk of the session running over time. As a result, this would mean that the boundaries and conditions of the contract would not be upheld. Furthermore, this could create confusion for the client who may question the professional relationship between client and counsellor. 

Closing the session, I summarised what had been discussed throughout the session. Hough (2014) writes that accurate summaries require empathy and the ability to understand the clients frame of reference. Furthermore, forming an accurate summary requires the ability to draw together all the threads of the session to create a coherent overview of what was discussed. I believe that I was able to accurately summarise the points discussed throughout the session in a concise manner that showed an understanding of the important issues and themes my client discussed. While my client was nodding in agreement throughout my summary, I should have asked her if what I had summarised was correct, thus giving her the opportunity to add or correct anything. The final part of the recording I arranged for a follow up session with my client the following week. While I verbally confirmed the arrangement suited my client, on reflection I feel that I could have expanded better on the process. For instance, I should have given my client a specific time and date for the session and provided contact information so she could contact me in the interim if anything was to change.

In conclusion, I found it insightful analysing how I have used counselling skills throughout the session and the effect it had on both my client and the session. Furthermore, by recognising areas in which I can improve, such as my use of questioning and ensuring I fully disclose to my client at the beginning and end of the session, I have been able to gain a greater awareness of my abilities and how I can strengthen them. When analysing my use of counselling skills, I have also become aware of how I have implemented them into my everyday life and in my professional role. I believe that learning and applying counselling skills has greatly increased my interactions with others and helped me strengthen my relationships.
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