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Counselling skills are essential in helping roles where professionals support individuals experiencing psychological, emotional or social difficulties. In education settings, these roles are crucial as students might be experiencing low mood, anxiety or social isolation, which can impact them daily, affecting classes, homework and their overall experience. The Vignette describes E, a Wellbeing Officer at a further education in West Wales, whose role involves meeting students individually, listening to their concerns and helping them accordingly to direct them to the right source of support and with access to that support. Having completed a CPCAB Level 3 Certificate in Counselling Studies, E has developed foundational counselling skills to enhance their effectiveness in supporting students. This essay will demonstrate an understanding of basic counselling skills and the therapeutic relationship, discuss ethical and professional boundaries, reflect on E’s professional knowledge and development, and consider the importance of ongoing learning and self-reflection in counselling-related roles.

Active listening is a fundamental counselling skill for E’s role. “The counselling literature on listening focuses on the experience of a specific type of listening: conversations that are intended to be emotionally and psychologically supportive and facilitative, where the speaker talks about personal concerns, troubles or problems and the listener is in some kind of professional counselling or helping role.” (McLeod, J., & McLeod, J.). “Active listening involves giving full attention to the speaker, observing both verbal and non-verbal communication, and responding in ways that demonstrate understanding “.(Egan, 2014). This skill is essential when supporting students who may be feeling vulnerable or unwilling to express their emotions. To create a supportive environment for the students to open up, E must ensure they are using small verbal responses, maintaining eye contact and offering minimal encouragement, such as nodding and showing they are taking in all the information being given. A student is more likely to share their experiences.

“Active listening contributes directly to the development of the therapeutic relationship, which is widely recognised as one of the most important factors in effective helping. The therapeutic relationship refers to the professional connection between the helper and the client, characterised by trust, respect, and understanding”. (McLeod, 2013). Carl Rogers (1957) identified three core conditions necessary for effective helping relationships: empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard. These conditions are highly relevant to E’s role as a Wellbeing Officer. (Rogers, C. R, 1957).

Empathy involves understanding the client’s feelings and their perspective and communicating that understanding effectively. Whereas if a client explains they have been feeling overwhelmed with work from a particular class, E would respond, “It sounds like you have been feeling like you are struggling in this class.” This shows empathy as E is reflecting the student’s emotional experience and understanding of what the student is explaining. “Empathy helps students feel understood and validated, which can reduce distress and encourage openness.” (Cooper, 2008). 

Congruence and geniunness, means E is being authentic and honest during interactions. This is not sharing personal information if unnecessary, but rather being emotionally present and sincere. Students are more likely to trust E and confide in E. Unconditional positive regard means E must be non-judgemental and accept the student from where they are at. This includes E’s own thoughts, behaviours or feelings, this is most important as students that are seeking this help will most likely feel ashamed or embarrassed about topics that are being shared.

Questioning, paraphrasing and summarising are especially important counselling skill. Open-ended questions encourage students to explore their feelings and experiences in greater depth, as the student is being asked a direct question that encourages them to investigate more into a statement they have made. “For example, E might ask, “Can you tell me more about what has been making college difficult for you?” Paraphrasing involves restating the student’s message in E’s own words to demonstrate understanding. These skills help clarify meaning and support the student’s self-exploration.” (Egan, 2014).

Non-verbal communication also plays a big role in the therapeutic relationship. Maintaining a calm tone and open posture will help students to feel more comfortable, safe and supported, therefore, more likely to share about experiences that they are going through. Facial expressions, posture, and tone of voice can convey empathy and attentiveness. These skills are crucial to help build an effective helping relationship.

Looking at ethical and professional boundaries, they are a must in a counselling and helping role, for E and for the student. “Boundaries define the limits of the professional relationship and ensure that the practitioner acts in the best interests of the client while maintaining professionalism.” (Bond, 2015) In E’s role, these are particularly important as E is not a fully qualified counsellor, but a Wellbeing Officer who is providing support and guidance. 

Confidentiality is one of the most crucial ethical principles in counselling. Students must feel confident that everything that is said to E is kept completely confidential and private. The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2018) emphasises that confidentiality is essential for building trust in the therapeutic relationship. However, there are limits to confidentiality, particularly when there is a risk of harm to the client or others. For example, if a student expresses suicidal thoughts, E has a duty to follow safeguarding procedures and seek additional support.

Another boundary involves recognising the limits of competence. E has completed CPCAB Level 3 training, which has given E the foundational skills, but they are not qualified to provide formal therapy. Therefore, it is essential that E can recognise when a student needs more specialised support and make the appropriate referrals. Referrals might include helping the student access college counselling services or helping with access to mental health professionals. This guarantees the student will receive the appropriate help whilst also maintaining ethical practise. 

Maintaining a professional boundary also involves avoiding dual relationships and over-involvement. Making sure E and the student only speak during session times and keeping it professional, only speaking about the student’s wellbeing and what is on the student’s mind and what they need help with etc. E must avoid getting personally involved with students’ lives, outside their professional role. This is to protect the student and E and ensure the relationship is only professional.

Ethical practice also involves respecting the autonomy and dignity of the student. This means that E must support the student in any decisions they make, allowing them to grow and make their own mistakes. 

Empowerment is a key goal of counselling skills in educational settings. Rather than allowing people to feel completely alone and isolated to deal with their problems alone, E should encourage autonomy and problem-solving. Egan’s (2019) helping model emphasises identifying goals, exploring options and developing action plans. For example, this could be something as simple as the student struggling with getting work done and E asking, “What have you done before that has worked?” This encourages strengths and for students to acknowledge what they have done right, also encouraging them to feel a little confident in their own thoughts, rather than telling the student or suggesting what the student should do, E works with them to come up with ideas together.

Effective counselling skills are continuously adapting and require constant self-reflection. Reflective practise allows E to look at areas they need to improve, to evaluate their effectiveness and recognise biases. Engaging in support or writing in a diary every night after a work day can be a great idea to look back on patterns or things needed to be worked on. 

“Supervision is particularly important when dealing with complex or emotionally demanding cases. It provides a space to process countertransference and maintain ethical standards (BACP, 2018). Through supervision, E ensures that personal issues do not interfere with student care.”

Continuous professional development further strengthens competence. Attending training in mental health awareness, safeguarding, or trauma-informed practice enhances skill integration. Demonstrating commitment to lifelong learning shows professional responsibility.

Within a college context, E may encounter disclosures of self-harm, abuse, or suicidal ideation. Counselling skills must therefore include risk assessment. This involves asking direct but sensitive questions about safety, such as, “Have you had thoughts of harming yourself?” Contrary to common myths, asking about suicide does not increase risk; rather, it enables appropriate intervention. Active listening combined with clear safeguarding procedures ensures student protection. If necessary, E must liaise with external agencies or emergency services.

In a counselling setting, counselling skills are absolutely essential. When students feel overwhelmed, unsure who to seek help from and anxious, E, the student Wellbeing Officer, is often the first person students would seek help from. By showing empathy listening carefully and responding without judgement, this creates a safe space for the student to feel safe enough to open up and share their experiences. Powerful skills such as open questions, reflecting feelings and allowing silence can allow a student to feel understood instead of dismissed.

E must balance this warmth with professionalism, setting clear boundaries, explaining confidentiality and being able to understand when a student needs to be referred for further help. Counselling skills are about making student’s comfortable expressing themselves, allowing them to feel heard, supported and capable of coming up with their own solutions instead of “fixing” them.

Ultimately, effective counselling skills allow E to support both the emotional wellbeing and personal growth of students. In a college environment where pressures can be high, having a wellbeing officer who listens, understands, and responds thoughtfully can make a meaningful difference to a student’s confidence, resilience, and ability to succeed.
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