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Counselling Skills (ECCS6001) 

Using your recent recording of a skills session, critically reflect on your use of the foundation skills of counselling.
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     Within Counselling and Psychotherapy, a contract is usually a necessary component when
 beginning a therapeutic session and should be addressed, clarified, or adjusted as the
 therapeutic alliance develops. There are varying approaches, however, the contract should
 always keep the needs and wants of the client foremost. The contracting matrix provides a
 framework that can be utilised flexibly by the practitioner and adapted to the client
 “according to his perceived and experienced needs and wants, according to his personality 
type and according to his level of psychological awareness” (Sills, 2006, p. 16). Due to the
 nature of this recorded session and it’s use for training purposes, the contract needs to adhere
 to strict Covid regulations and provide clear information regarding confidentiality. After
 viewing the recording, it seems that this contract matches the ‘Growth and Discovery’ 
section of the matrix as the client would need contractual fluidity for exploration before any 
goals could be discussed. The recorded session begins with clear information, setting out the 
timing of the session, complaints procedures, that it will be recorded as part of a training 
program and will also be viewed by others. Confidentiality is key to providing a secure 
environment as well as stating that Ethical guidelines will be adhered to. It is important to
 note that each therapist and client relationship is unique and that the contract should reflect
 the individual nature of the situation “They are…idiosyncratic to a particular relationship” 
(Worrall, 2006, p. 59). Critical elements within the contracting stage of this session revolved 
around the impact of the Pandemic and social distancing. The client was asked if they were
 happy with what they had heard. I feel that there may have been a slight overuse of the term
 ‘happy’ and asking if they had any questions would have been more appropriate. The
 connotations of the word ‘happy’ could vary from one person to the next, covering a variety
 of depth of emotion from elated to manic and alludes to a spectrum of positive, neutral, and
 negative feelings. This could cause confusion, and so an awareness of the meanings and
 inferences of seemingly benign words should be ever present, in order to continually monitor 
that the client is comfortable within all areas of the contract and the session. 
     Egan (2010) uses the acronym SOLER, a concise list of therapist behaviours to help to 
convey to the client that they are being heard. Through body language and facial expression,
 a client’s story can be given validation, the therapist’s nonverbal communication effectively
 conveying empathy and understanding, and helping to create a comfortable environment for
 future interactions. The recording shows that the client is faced ‘squarely’, and an ‘open 
posture’ is maintained throughout. Previous recordings have shown that I naturally place one
 arm across the other, which could block further disclosures and although I begin by settling
 into this natural position, at 0:14 my developing self-awareness ensures that I immediately 
reposition myself into an open manner. At 2:26 I displayed another part of the SOLER
 framework by leaning forward at a significant moment, noticing the courage taken for the
 client to acknowledge that something is ‘not quite right’ and the potential importance of this 
disclosure. Maintaining eye contact was appropriate to this relationship, time having been
 spent in previous sessions exploring any cultural differences and appropriate behaviours.
 Although the client could not be included in the frame due to social distancing regulations, 
the comfortable manner in which responses and disclosures are given can be clearly heard. At 
18:42, however, there was a slight movement of my mouth. It could be perceived as a 
nonverbal response and although momentary, it has the potential for a negative interpretation,
 and this highlights the importance of developing self-awareness. Counteracting this moment 
at 18:43, I deliberately close my eyes and nod to add emphasis, showing that I have heard the
depth of meaning in the words ‘I don’t have time to do things properly’. The
acknowledgement shows empathy in a subtle non-verbal manner and may show some 
elements of an ‘established relationship’ according to Midwinter and Dickson’s (2015)
 Relational Skills model. 
     At the beginning of the session, the client had talked about initial feelings surrounding her
work life and that it may have tipped over slightly into her personal life. In previous sessions, 
the client had given a lengthy account of the day-to-day issues and her ‘story’ revolved 
around these. Mentioning her personal life seemed to signal that she may be ready to look at 
this further. I felt that a direct question may lead to the dialogue shutting down. I therefore 
decided to ask an open question, that tentatively showed my awareness of this moment, but 
that I was sensitive to whether the client wanted to follow this line of thought, ‘Is there any 
particular area that you would like to explore?’ (3:31). This showed that I was not asking a 
question to satisfy any personal curiosity and that I avoided leading the client. 
     After some exploration the client uses the word ‘unmanageable’(04:13). This may have 
been a missed opportunity for the use of silence. It is a reminder to me that I may have felt 
that I paused, however, the actual recording shows that any pauses are minimal. Further 
development of this skill is essential and that I need to gain confidence with holding the 
silence through body language and eye contact and will be able to gauge if the client is 
uncomfortable. Silence will “allow the client space and time to consider his or her next 
response” (Midwinter, 2016, P. 78).  I had begun to develop a strategy over the previous
 weeks, as I had found silence was difficult to maintain within the allotted time and the 
helper/client relationship. With the aim to keep a focus on feelings, questioning and using a 
question that both reflected to the client what had been said whilst also probing into how it 
applied to them personally, provided a route towards exploration. This connects to McLeod 
and McLeod’s work when they refer to the need for trainee counsellors to “acquire … a more
 consciously intentional approach to the art of questioning” (McLeod and McLeod, 2011, p.
 56). The intention was to encourage a deeper exploration of feelings and move the client on 
from their list of tasks and responsibilities through making an emotional connection. 
     After hearing the word ‘unmanageable’, I asked ‘it’s your job to manage everything?’ at
 4:20. The client then searches for a way to talk about their feelings and uses imagery to drive 
home what they mean. This could be because the client feels that they are not fully 
understood and has chosen to use more forceful language to convey their thoughts “if the 
counsellor…get(s) it wrong or, or not quite right, the client may resort to more vivid or 
forceful language (e.g. metaphors) to try to get their point across” (McLeod and McLeod, 
2011, p. 157). This was a powerful way for the client to tell me how many responsibilities she 
had and what she felt that she could achieve in a very succinct way. ‘The image or 
metaphor…almost operates as shorthand’ (McLeod and McLeod, 2011, p. 165). It helped to 
emphasise volume and weight of these innumerable tasks and I followed this up by reflecting 
words such as ‘burden’ and offering a metaphor ‘carrying a full bag’. The client agreed with 
the metaphor and this helped to clarify that I had heard the information correctly and clearly. 
     The Barrett-Lennard model (1998) describes empathic engagement as a process with 4
 key competences that the counsellor is required to deliver. “This cycle of empathic
 engagement typically occurs several times within a counselling session” (McLeod and 
McLeod, 2011, p. 157). It has been valuable to critically engage with a recording of myself as 
it has highlighted where any of these cycles have occurred, whether fully or partially. It has
 led to a fuller understanding of the many processes that occur within dialogue and how
 ordinary conversations differ from discourse within a helping role. It can pinpoint when
misunderstandings have taken place or whether questions have been a hindrance. When 
applying the Barrett-Lennard model to this recording, the cycle seems to occur partially in the 
first 10 minutes of the session, where short summaries are offered. Towards the last third of
 the session at 20:00 after a short summary, the client begins to explore ‘possibilities’ which
 seems to loosely follow the Barrett-Lennard model.
     At 6:07 of the recording, after summarising and reflecting the key words of ‘debilitating’
 and ‘burden’ I asked, ‘if you could manage one more thing what would be the most 
important?’.  The direction that the conversation took after this question, is a reminder that a
 counselling session cannot be planned and that responses to questions are not always 
straightforward, expected or bring an answer at all. The inner world of the client is unknown,
 their internal frame of reference is to be discovered, and at all times the client’s autonomy 
must be facilitated. The response to my question brought forth a strong sense of frustration;
 that their suggestions were not heard, even though they were to help others not just herself.
 This led to talking further about responsibilities and then the client listed her own strengths, 
which was a very positive moment of validation within the session.
     My next response acknowledged her long list of responsibilities and confirmed her feeling
 that she does them well. Noting her strengths and offering the idea that the rest of the long 
list or ‘burden’ was handed to her in a physical way, was a subtle way of acknowledging that 
this was an unwanted gift and one that was very difficult to give back. I also highlighted that 
her face had scrunched up at the end of the list and I posed the question ‘How did you feel 
when you were saying that?’ (9:54). I then interrupted at 10:05 with ‘What’s that main sense
 of feeling?’ which was to keep the client focused on feelings. This seemed to be successful, 
feelings such as frustration and anger were reflected to the client along with validation of the
 strength of those feelings ‘anger is a strong word’ (11:06). The dialogue then moved on to 
the use of the word ‘waste’ and the term ‘unfulfilled’.  I felt that these were very significant
 words and even though they were used in respect of other people, I felt that it may be helpful 
to the client to reflect on whether she would apply those exact words to herself (12:47). Even
 though it was a direct closed question, it focused on feelings, and it was effective in this
 moment; the words waste and unfulfilled had sprung from the client and it seemed an 
invitation to use them to challenge in an unthreatening way. It could have disrupted the flow
 of dialogue, harmed our therapeutic alliance, or built a wall between us, however, the 
question led to a clear affirmative answer and may be a moment that the client remembers. 
“While tentativeness may enable thoughtfulness, directness may enable memorability” 
(McLeod and McLeod, 2011, p. 160). 
I followed with a gentle ‘could you talk a little bit more about that?’ which the client was 
comfortable to do. It seemed to focus her on her personal life, which was something that she 
had hinted at towards the start of the session, and which would move her away from the main
 topic of focus; work, (13:42) ‘Makes me question…Is this the thing I want to be doing? 
Which has never happened before’. This last sentence seemed powerful, in that I had the
 sense that it was quite an illuminating moment for the client. “The spaces between words are
 highly significant in any counselling conversation” (McLeod and McLeod, 2011, p. 62). On 
reflection, this may have been a missed opportunity to use silence, to stay in that moment 
with that last statement. It may have allowed a moment to reflect on the fact that ‘this has
 never happened before’ and to feel the impact of those words. 
     (14:12) In the moment, however, I decided to reflect the word ‘questioning’ and to go with
 a hunch. I felt that since the previous sessions, the client had been personally reflecting, 
questioning, and thinking about what she needed. To keep it focused on the client and not to
 lead the session, I summarised what had been heard and felt; you’re exploring it…how it 
applies to you…thinking about yourself (14:40). However, I finished this summary with ‘in 
your current role’. The last 4 words should not have been uttered, I immediately cancelled out 
what was said beforehand and related the feelings surrounding unfulfillment to work. This 
may have been the clients focus, but I feel that my choice of words in that moment changed
 the direction and flow of the session. In some ways, it seems inevitable that I would end up
 there, as from my body language it appears that I am searching for a clear pathway. I am 
disappointed with this section of my summarising, as it refocused the client on her work life 
again, after previous interactions had led to her opening up about her personal life. Richard 
Nelson-Jones (2016) states that “Questioning that is logically linked to their responses creates 
a feeling of working together rather than of being directed by you” (Nelson-Jones, 2016, p. 
76). Even though my response linked to the session it did not feel ‘logically linked’ and my 
response could be interpreted as leading the client towards focusing on another angle. 
     17:34 At this point in the session I attempted to summarise in a more succinct manner, 
although I feel that this skill needs to be developed. As a trainee, listening to this section, I 
can hear that my I am finding it hard to choose my words and wonder if it appears as though I
 am thinking out loud and trying to find my way in the dark. This could be construed as a 
‘tentative’ approach, which can be effective. “Tentativeness can enhance the extent to which
 a counselling conversation functions to facilitate exploration of issues” (McLeod and 
McLeod, 2011, p. 160). Although it could also be viewed as a trigger that pushes the client to 
step in and set me on the right track. This is likely to be due to my inexperience and inability 
to hold the various elements of the session adequately in order to summarise them in a 
coherent manner. 
     However, at 18:04, an unexpected moment occurred where the client revealed that the 
previous sessions had helped her to look at things in different ways, to reflect and to become 
aware of other perspectives. This was a very heartening moment and led to quite a calm 
series of reflections from the client along with thoughts of what she could do to bring some of 
the enjoyment back into her work life. This supports the person-centred approach that 
everyone has the inner ability to ‘choose to move in the direction of greater health, autonomy, 
homonomy, and creativity.’ (Sills, 2006, p. 52). 
     During the last section, there are a few moments that show that the session is coming to a 
natural end. There had been personal progress for the client through reflection leading up to 
this session and the client starts to show that they are beginning to see some areas that could 
become positive again. At 19:11 I summarise with the response ‘quite a few steps forward
 than when we first started’ and the client agrees. Again at 20:00, I reflect the client’s 
demeanour ‘You are smiling, and I feel that there is still a part of that (work) that gives you a
 good feeling’. At 22:19 I reflect and focus on feelings, ‘I can hear in your voice that you are 
exploring possibilities’, the client’s tone of voice had become lighter, and I responded and 
mirrored this feeling with my facial expression and by tilting my head slightly to one side 
whilst gently smiling, showing empathy.
     At 24:22 the client says, ‘and I just haven’t got a magic wand’, recognising that it would 
need something out of the ordinary to change things for herself and others. This comment 
provided an opening for a ‘Miracle’ type of question, ‘Ok, and if you did have a magic 
wand?’ “This intervention shifts the emphasis from both the past and the current problems 
towards a more satisfying life in the future” (Corey, 2013, p. 371). The client wanted to give 
people more energy and I reflected back the word and combined it with a metaphor that 
described energy as an ingredient. I used actions of sprinkling and adding the ingredients to 
reinforce the metaphor, and this prompted the client to ‘add’ fun to the ‘recipe’. When Covid 
was mentioned, she wanted to take it out of the recipe. The client asked for permission, which 
showed that the balance of power in the relationship needed to be addressed in the session 
rather than at a later time through reflection-on-action. A direct response of ‘yes, it’s your 
recipe’ at 24:52 confirmed succinctly the client’s autonomy. This was a pivotal moment; the 
recipe metaphor allowed the client to show what she wanted, to state that Covid was ‘poison’
 and to think of what she needed.
     Unfortunately, the recording cut out at this moment and so there is an additional recording
 of 3:33 minutes. It starts with a short summary of the session, followed at 1:50 with a 
statement wondering if there would be an opportunity to sprinkle the client’s ‘ingredients’ 
into any part of the day. The recipe metaphor appeared to be successful as the client thought 
of it as ‘positive…. a fun thing to think of… actually… just those words in this recipe…could
 be quite uplifting just thinking about it’. The session had a clear ending, the recipe metaphor 
used as something physical to take back into the client’s, showing that it is within her power 
to use and add these ingredients to her life at any time. 
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