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[bookmark: _Toc227401766]1.1 Introduction

Roles within Health and Social Care are essential for supporting individuals’ wellbeing, promoting independence, and ensuring that people with diverse needs receive appropriate, person‑centred support. Within this sector, the role of a SEND counsellor has become increasingly important as schools and specialist settings recognise the need for therapeutic support tailored to children and young people with special educational needs and disabilities. 

This report will explore the role of a SEND counsellor, outlining what the position involves and why it is vital within the wider Health and Social Care landscape. It will provide background on the sector, introduce the responsibilities of the SEND counsellor, examine three key skills required for effective practice, and present three strategies to support their development.
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[bookmark: _Toc227401768]2.1 Children’s Counsellor in Health and Social Care 

A SEND counsellor plays an important role in Health and Social Care by helping children and young people with SEND express their needs, especially when they face emotional, communication, or sensory challenges. They provide specialist emotional support that reduces barriers to learning and strengthens relationships between pupils, families, and staff, creating an inclusive and emotionally safe environment. Key duties include collaborating with teachers, therapists, and other professionals, promoting inclusion, following safeguarding procedures, and advocating for pupils’ rights. To work effectively, SEND counsellors need strong collaboration, adaptability, and observation skills to understand diverse needs and provide appropriate emotional support.

[bookmark: _Toc227401769]2.2 Skills Required for Children’s counsellor in Health and Social Care

[bookmark: _Toc227401770]To build a therapeutic relationship, counsellors need strong communication, active listening, and empathy. These skills help pupils express themselves and work through challenges, and they are especially important in SEND settings where many children communicate differently or struggle to express emotions. Hamilton (year) notes that active listening involves fully engaging with the speaker’s words and feelings, focusing on their perspective rather than planning a response. Patience and emotional resilience are also essential, as they help counsellors stay calm, give pupils time to process, and manage their own emotions to avoid burnout. UCL’s SEMH review (2021) highlights that staff emotional competence directly affects the quality of support. Empathy and a non‑judgemental approach further strengthen trust and create a safe space for emotional expression, supporting collaboration, adaptability, and accurate observation of pupils’ needs. A systematic review of emotional support interventions (British Journal of Special Education, 2020) found that positive, empathetic relationships improve emotional wellbeing and inclusion for SEND pupils. This supports the need for a non‑judgemental, empathetic counselling approach. When staff lack key counselling skills such as empathy, collaboration, adaptability, observation, and emotional resilience, the quality of support for SEND pupils declines. Children may feel judged or misunderstood, leading to anxiety, withdrawal, or challenging behaviour. Poorly attuned support can also reduce trust, create barriers to learning, and delay access to appropriate help. For example, a young person with ASD may need long pauses before responding, and a skilled counsellor waits patiently. After a distressing incident, the counsellor stays calm and later uses supervision or reflective practice to manage the emotional impact and prevent burnout.
3 Strategies for Skill Improvement for Children’s Counsellor
[bookmark: _Toc227401771]3.1 Three Strategies to Improve the Skills for Children’s Counsellor

Regular training in communication methods, trauma‑informed practice, neurodiversity, and emotional regulation strengthens core counselling skills by keeping practitioners updated with evidence‑based approaches and better able to adapt to diverse SEND needs.
Structured reflection and clinical supervision help counsellors evaluate their responses, identify improvements, and manage emotional impact, supporting empathy, observation, and emotional resilience.

Collaboration with teachers, therapists, and families further enhances understanding of each child’s needs and ensures consistent support across settings. This strengthens collaboration and adaptability, as counsellors adjust their methods based on shared professional insight and common goals for the pupil.

Secondly, reflective practice is an effective strategy for improving a counsellor’s empathy when working with children and young people with SEND. It enables practitioners to analyse their interactions, consider the pupil’s perspective, and identify any unconscious biases that may influence their responses. By regularly reviewing their communication and emotional reactions, counsellors gain a deeper understanding of how a child experience session, strengthening their ability to respond empathetically and without judgement. For example, after a session where a pupil becomes withdrawn, the counsellor may use reflective notes and supervision to explore whether their tone, pace, or questioning style contributed to the child’s discomfort. Research from UCL’s Rapid Evidence Review on SEMH (2021) shows that reflective practice improves emotional insight and supports the development of empathy.
Improving Adaptability Through Continuous Professional Development (CPD)
Continuous Professional Development (CPD) is a key strategy for improving a counsellor’s adaptability when supporting SEND children.

And lastly, according to Department for Education (2015) Special educational needs and disability code of practice: 0 to 25 years. London: DfE. Improving communication involves learning how to use AAC systems such as visual timetables, symbol boards, Makaton, or communication apps. These tools help counsellors communicate effectively with pupils who have limited speech, processing difficulties, or social communication needs. Training in AAC also supports you in adapting your language, pacing, and questioning style to match each child’s communication profile.
Developing patience and emotional resilience is essential for effective therapeutic work with children and young people with SEND. Grounding techniques such as controlled breathing, sensory regulation and brief mindfulness can help practitioners remain calm during challenging moments, supporting a steady and regulated therapeutic presence when pupils experience distress, long silences or dysregulated behaviour (Porges, 2011; Cole, Michel and Teti, 1994). Building regular reflective practice into daily routines—through supervision, journaling or debriefing with colleagues—enables counsellors to process emotional experiences, recognise personal triggers and understand their own responses, which strengthens resilience and reduces the risk of emotional overload (Schon, 1983; BACP, 2021). Adopting an attuned, child‑centred pace is also crucial, as many SEND pupils require extended processing time. Communicating slowly, allowing silence and avoiding pressure to respond quickly helps build trust and reduces practitioner stress by shifting the focus from problem‑solving to being fully present with the child (DfE, 2015; Siegel, 2012).

.
Working alongside teachers, therapists, and family members provides counsellors with a broader understanding of a pupil’s behaviour across different settings. This shared insight helps counsellors recognise patterns, triggers, and emotional needs more accurately during sessions.
For example, a counsellor may learn from an occupational therapist that a pupil becomes dysregulated by certain sensory stimulation. With this information, the counsellor can observe more precisely when these triggers appear in sessions and adjust the environment or activities accordingly.
The House of Commons Education Committee (2023) emphasises that coordinated, multi‑agency working improves the accuracy of assessments and leads to more effective identification of SEND needs, demonstrating how collaboration strengthens observational practice.

[bookmark: _Toc227401772]4 Conclusion

Overall, the skills explored in this report are essential for ensuring safe, high‑quality care for children and young people with SEND. The SEND counsellor role is vital because it helps pupils express their needs, reduces barriers to learning, and supports an inclusive, emotionally secure environment. The report outlined key skills such as empathy, adaptability, observation, collaboration, patience, and emotional resilience, along with the challenges that arise when these are lacking. It also examined three strategies—reflective practice, continuous professional development, and multi‑agency collaboration—that strengthen these skills. Developing strong counselling skills ensures consistent, compassionate, and effective support for SEND pupils.
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