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Practicing SOLER, Active Listening, Empathetic Listening, Probing, and Summarizing

Clinical helping skills require more than understanding counseling concepts; they require repeated, intentional practice. Skills such as SOLER, active listening, empathetic listening, probing, and summarizing help counselors build therapeutic relationships that feel safe, respectful, and collaborative. As I continue developing as a counselor, I recognize that these skills must become part of how I show up with clients, not simply techniques I remember during a session. Practicing them consistently can strengthen my ability to communicate presence, reduce client defensiveness, and support meaningful exploration in the counseling process (Egan, 1975; Stickley, 2011).
The therapeutic alliance is central to effective counseling because it creates the relational foundation for client honesty, emotional risk-taking, and change. A client may be more willing to discuss painful experiences when the counselor communicates attention, empathy, and steadiness both verbally and nonverbally. For me, practicing these skills means learning to be fully present, notice my own body language, listen without rushing to respond, and use clinical interventions in ways that feel natural rather than mechanical.
From Concept to Application in Internship
My development of these counseling skills has moved from learning them as classroom concepts to applying them more intentionally in internship. In the classroom, SOLER, active listening, empathetic listening, probing, and summarizing were introduced as foundational helping skills. At first, I understood them primarily as separate techniques to remember and demonstrate. Through internship experience, however, I have begun to understand them as connected clinical behaviors that shape the client’s experience of safety, trust, and collaboration.
In internship, I have had to become more aware of how these skills function in real time with clients. For example, practicing SOLER is no longer only about remembering posture or eye contact; it is about noticing whether my presence helps the client feel heard and respected. Active listening has also become more clinical because I am learning to listen for patterns, risk factors, strengths, coping strategies, and emotional meaning. This shift has helped me move beyond simply responding to what the client says and toward understanding what the client may be communicating through tone, silence, body language, and repeated themes.
I have also learned that applying these skills in internship requires flexibility and self-awareness. When working with clients, I cannot rely on a script or use counseling skills mechanically. I need to remain present, respond to the client’s pace, and consider the client’s cultural background, emotional state, and readiness to explore certain topics. Probing has become especially important because I am learning how to ask questions that gather clinically relevant information while still maintaining warmth and respect. Summarizing has helped me organize complex information, check my understanding, and support collaboration in treatment planning.
Overall, internship has helped me see that counseling skills develop through practice, feedback, and reflection. I am learning to connect theory with clinical judgment by asking myself not only whether I used a skill, but how the skill affected the client and the therapeutic relationship. This growth has helped me become more intentional, more grounded, and more aware of the responsibility involved in creating a supportive counseling environment.
Conclusion
Practicing SOLER, active listening, empathetic listening, probing, and summarizing can help me become a more clinically grounded and relationally present counselor. These skills support the therapeutic alliance by communicating respect, empathy, curiosity, and collaboration. My internship experience has helped me move from understanding these skills as counseling concepts to applying them with greater intention in real client interactions. As I continue to develop professionally, I want to keep practicing these skills, seeking supervision and feedback, and remaining aware of cultural and individual differences. Used thoughtfully, these foundational counseling skills can help create a therapeutic space where clients feel heard, understood, and supported in the process of change.
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