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Counselling and psychotherapy can be defined as, “talking based methods of addressing psychological and psychosomatic problems and change, including deep and prolonged human suffering, situational dilemmas, crises and developmental needs, and aspirations towards the realisation of human potential” (Feltham and Horton, 2012, p. 3). The United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy (UKCP, 2023) put the idea as striving to assist clients in gaining clarity about their challenges, allowing them to develop a deeper understanding of their motivations, empowering them to initiate shifts in their thought patterns and behaviours, with a therapy that fits best. There are many vital characteristics that counselling practitioners possess, allowing them to do their job to a high standard. However, McLeod & McLeod (2011, p. 16) acknowledges that good counsellors are “made by life”, meaning that alongside training it is vital to be self-aware of their own values, morals and human experiences which could help them to relate with the individual they are dealing with and to recognise their own vulnerability within that situation. Carl Rogers (1957) outlined six core conditions for change in person-centred therapy, with congruence, empathy, and unconditional positive regard being crucial. Looking at research from a variety of different practitioners such as Rogers (1957) and McLeod & McLeod (2011), I have learned about and practiced skills which are vital within the counselling role. Throughout this essay, I will critically reflect on my use of these skills, referring to a recorded practice session between myself and my peers. The recording that will be referred to is Skills Recording 27.11.23 - Kristen Hyett.
Firstly, when taking on a new client, it is important to create a contract with this individual so that both parties understand the terms of the contract (Grover, Avasthi and Jagiwala, 2020), which should be mentioned at the start of each session setting the tone and creating an appropriate starting point between the two parties. Within this contract there should be reference to a number of things.  An introduction is essential. It allows the atmosphere to settle and for the relationship to become more than just emails or a phone call organising this session. At the start of the recording, I introduced myself and asked the other party to introduce themselves. I was very enthusiastic, but maybe almost a bit over enthusiastic. I could perhaps take things a bit slower, in a calmer manner to set the tone of the session.
Another thing, is the length of the session and how many sessions.  I acknowledge that the session will be thirty minutes and at around twenty-seven minutes I would take time to wrap things up and summarise the session. It is important to set boundaries for the client and counsellor, as the counsellor cannot spend all day with one client as it would not be effective. Therefore, setting for example an hour session every week, would be more beneficial allowing the counsellor to “provide some sort of supportive insights in the time available” (Wilson, 2006, p. 139) and perhaps get a deeper, specific understanding of the problem. This also allows for the counsellor to take time to reflect on their shorter session, and to get an understanding of where the next session may lead, without being overwhelmed by too much information. Within the recording, I didn’t mention the number of sessions, as this was for an assessment, but in a profession this would be needed.
I discussed with the client about coming into contact with them outside a therapy session. This is important when contracting, as the nature of why a client is in therapy may be impacted. A client in an abusive relationship would be very vulnerable if both parties come across each other outside the therapy sessions, if the counsellor brought up that they know the client due to therapy. It is crucial that the counsellor understands clearly what they can and cannot do with regards to a client to ensure their safety (Sanderson, 2008). It is also important to note that anything discussed within the session stays within that session for confidentiality purposes; to keep a safe space for the individual to disclose things, which I mentioned.
Confidentiality is therefore the most important aspect of the contracting. It is the counsellors duty ethically to safeguard disclosures from the client within the session, except under certain conditions (Jungers et al., 2013). The British association for counselling and psychotherapy (2018) identify that it is important when working with clients to keep them informed about how their information will be used, informing them that if there are any safeguarding concerns of the individual or another person, that the counsellor will be required to disclose this information. Within the recording, I identified clearly that this is a concern and acknowledged the third party. I also mentioned that it was being recorded and would be accessed by my tutor and possibly an external examiner, but it would be stored securely, which is hugely important for the client to feel they can share comfortably without their session being leaked. Furthermore, I mentioned that if anything was said that could put them in danger, I would have to tell someone. This is very important as the safety of the client and others are vital and I have ensured this is clear.
The setting of the environment should be considered, to ensure the client feels comfortable in the chair they are in, the temperature of the room, the lighting and the space between both parties. This is important for both physical and emotional comfort, allowing the parties to feel safe and not vulnerable (Sanders & Lehmann, 2018). I believe that this is a crucial part to the session and although you cannot cater for every client, it is good to keep in mind the ideas presented by them allowing them to feel as comfortable as possible. Within the recording, I didn’t mention the setting which I think I should. However, for assessment purposes, there were only certain conditions that it could be completed in. We had limited space to allow for how close we were, the comfort and for us both to fit into the camera. If this was to happen again, I would ask the client if they were comfortable within the space, if the lighting was okay and if the temperature needed adjusting.
I think overall my contracting was good and I managed to mention the essential aspects of contracting which McLeod & McLeod (2011) reference. However, there are additional things such as the amount of therapy sessions which I should add, for good practice. Although it isn’t necessary for these sessions, in a professional setting this would have to be discussed. In addition, it took around 1 minute and 20 seconds for me to do the contracting and I feel this was a bit quick. I think I talk a bit fast and need to slow down to set the tone of the meeting, to not to be too intimidating,  and to get the client to feel more comfortable and not feel rushed. This is definitely something I need to work on over time.
The recording then moves onto the main body of the session. I invited the client to bring what they want, when they are ready. I think it is important to give that “when you’re ready” statement as to not pressure the client into coming in straight away and have that processing time after the contracting. Also, if the person has different things going on at the time, they may want a moment to prioritise what they want to speak about. However, this can cause problems if they decide to sit there indefinitely and thus the session would be pointless, so this is just something to be aware of.
The client started telling me about their family and their feelings towards a new relationship. I used active listening throughout the session by nodding and saying “yeah” to show I was following with the story. I also used the SOLAR (Egan, 2013, p. 77) principles, by sitting square on with the client allowing myself to look involved and not too relaxed. I had an open posture throughout and didn’t cross my arms. I didn’t lean into the client throughout the session as I thought that our space was confined already, and I didn’t want to make the client feel pressured. Instead, I sat with good posture throughout. This could be added in different circumstances to help the client feel that the counsellor is interested and committed within the session. I have good eye contact throughout the recording. I feel that the client was benefitting from the amount of eye contact given and I would occasionally move from their gaze as to not stare, making them feel intimidated. The idea of eye contact with some individuals may be too much, but counsellors must find the balance and not look away and break their attention and lose out on what the client is discussing. I feel that I have a relaxed manner and mirrored her posture.  I maintained minimal fidgeting, which is essential to prevent distractions for the client and maintain the counsellor’s focus.
I let the client talk for about 2 and a half minutes initially to get the issue they were facing out. At 3 minutes 15, I noticed their body language and mirrored the crossing of the legs. This use of non-verbal communication is a huge part of counselling, and it can be seen as “a form of body listening”, (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015, p. 30) which can pick up on a lot of different emotions which can be explored and can be a display of empathy towards the client.
At 3 minutes 46, I used the skill reflecting to draw together what I picked up on from what they had said. I then used the skill of phenomenological noticing to notice their smiling in relation to the playfulness and got a sense of positivity which is a useful thing to pick up on. I was able to detect the contrast between the relationship they were talking about in comparison to their own. I then directed a closed leading question with some immediacy, “you seem to have some doubts about where your family lie within your relationship.” which is helpful to direct or explain a thought. In this case, I wanted to see if I was on the right route with their attitude towards the relationship. However, in my delivery of the question it didn’t really sound like a question and instead of me finishing and just letting them think I added “you know” which sounds like I am almost telling them what they are feeling. But, from this question it did lead to the client opening up about their feelings on the topic of their partner and their family. I think this was one of the main themes overall which was causing problems for them rather than the initial discussion of the relationship of their brother which is a huge positive.
However, looking at the gap between the contracting and when I came in to reflect back there was a long wait. Looking back there are times where I could have jumped in to ask a question to gain insight and maybe get to a deeper understanding of the main issue quicker. At 1 minute 50 they say, “I feel it’s a bit different compared to how they react to my partners”. Here, I could have asked an open leading question such as “can you tell me more about how it is different”, which may have led to the things brought up at 4 minutes 25 coming up quicker, permitting things to be explored faster. On the other hand, I left it, and it allowed the client to explain at their own pace and produce some background information, helping me empathise and acknowledge the clients feelings. This is something I think I need to work on, and practice coming in a bit sooner and then reflecting on the response I get, rather than waiting as I don’t want to interrupt the flow.
As the session continued there was a moment where I picked up on their feelings of joy around family and Christmas by the pace of the conversation and more phenomenological noticing which is good. Then when noticing the contrast when discussing their partner again by slowing down and then again reflecting on the information and clarifying how they feel.
Moving on slightly, after exploring some more about the clients’ feelings towards their partner and Christmas, they used the word “traumatizing”, at this point I jumped in and said “traumatizing is a strong word”. This led to the client saying, “I don’t mean it that much”. Perhaps I could have just repeated the word back to them and there would have been a different response. Or I could have asked for some clarification as there is a bit of confusion between the two descriptions that were given. However, if I had asked a question this may have brought up a topic that the client didn’t feel comfortable sharing. But in this case, the client went on to open up about an experience with an old partner which I feel was getting very emotional and I could have explored that. Then again, they changed it around and went back to focus on their current partner. The old relationship could have been explored to get to deeper emotions and feelings, but I felt that the client didn’t want to talk about that so perhaps that may be something for them to explore in an actual counselling session and not one for training purposes.
I used the skill of paraphrasing, at 19 minutes 4, I repeated back what they had said to me about their partner saying how their partner wanted to be a good head of the family like the client’s father and used this idea of the mindset, mirroring the role as the head of family to ask a closed leading question about if the relationship would change. This enabled the client to recognize their partner's feelings and their own reluctance for change, fostering a deeper exploration of emotions and attitudes toward their partner and family.

I used an open non-leading question at 23 minutes 8, “how did that make you feel?”. This is one of the only open non-leading questions that I used throughout the session which can be very useful for exploratory purposes. I think I should have used some more of these throughout to allow the client to explore their feelings at certain points. However, I feel that the way I was holding the session it allowed the client to get to expressing their feelings whilst in the flow.
At 24 minutes and 55 seconds, after the client had finished their sentence, I was going to ask them to just sit and reflect on the emotions and feelings from last Christmas as that’s where we seemed to circle back to. However, there was an issue with the recording software, and it shut the recording down. I immediately restarted the recording and tried to pick up from the last trail which I did, to try and keep the flow going for the client. I also think it would have been difficult for the client to start again and that it was best for us both to carry on. I used the skill of silence to just allow them to reflect on that time and take a moment to come to terms with how they were feeling at this time. The use of silence worked well as the client responded after a few moments to acknowledge they felt glad about moving on. This then led a few more closed leading and non-leading questions about how the client could try and get the relationship between their partner and their family to move forward in a direction that they saw best. I then picked up on more positive feelings from the language they were using about solving the issue.
Finally, at 26 minutes 52, I tell the client that we only have a few minutes left and begin summarizing. I think my summary was good and I picked up on the key themes including the importance of family, the barrier between their partner and family, importance of communication and values. One of my strengths is that throughout the session, I try to paraphrase and summarise what I have heard to get a true understanding allowing myself to identify specific themes. At the end of the session, I feel like I ended very abruptly once I had explored the themes, and my language was a bit causal with the “speak to you again at some point”. This is something I really need to work on to sound more professional. If I was in a professional setting it may feel more natural to say something like “thank you for sharing, we can continue this in our next session and explore a bit more”. I also think that as there was an issue with the recording I panicked and didn’t want it to happen again, and I wanted to end it to check if everything was saved.
Throughout the session I also used the core conditions from Carl Rogers (1957) person centred approach. The idea of unconditional positive regard where the client can open up and not feel they are judged. I think I did this very well.  I was there with the client and I feel I was very understanding of what they were going through accepting the client for who they were. This goes hand in hand with congruence. I think I was very genuine and used the other skills such as active listening, to allow myself to look committed to the client, which then makes them feel valued whilst they are telling me about the issues they are facing, receiving my genuine response. When it comes to empathy, I try to understand the thoughts and feelings of the client and not give my own opinions, just listening to what is happening in their world to then reflect my understanding back to the client. So therefore, I think there was a good base of the use of these core conditions but they still need some practice to achieve my full potential.
Overall, after reflecting on the recording, I have used many different skills within the session to support the client. Some of these I have excellent use of including active listening, unconditional positive regard, congruence, closed leading questions, reflecting, mirroring, phenomenological noticing. I feel like need more work with the use of metaphors in general to be able to create them if they are applicable and the same with use of empathy. Although my contracting was good, I feel I can practice for it to become smoother rather than me stumbling and saying “umm” all the time. This may be just because it’s the start and I need to get comfortable getting into the flow, but in a professional setting the client may think the counsellor isn’t confident which is a skill to develop.  Similarly, with the closing section, my summary was very good and clear when picking up on themes, but the overall wrapping up needs refining. Furthermore, the way I held the session was in a circular way. Allowing the client to bring what they want and time to explore, then when I feel the time is right, I come in with some paraphrasing or reflecting to focus on things that perhaps weren’t explored or to explore some non-verbal cues and understand them, leading to deeper feelings being uncovered. Altogether, I think this skills recording went well, and I have identified my strengths and has allowed me to reflect and find the parts I need to develop for future sessions.
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