A 2,500-word reflective commentary on your professional and personal development throughout this module, linking theory and practice.  
Over the span of the year, the reflexive counselling module has helped me develop my counselling skills in multiple aspects within my life. The part of my life where this is most prevalent would be my throughout my volunteering experience at Swansea Mind. I have been volunteering there for just over a year now, and when I first started, I lacked confidence in my counselling skills but through taking this module and practising I have ended the year in a positive manner towards how I feel concerning my counselling skills. Participating in this counselling module has not only helped my confidence in professional setting but has also helped me in my own personal life, from being able to look at other perspectives, reacting differently, and being more reflective on myself as a person. The purpose of this essay is to reflect upon experiences that have not only required the use of counselling skills learnt through participating in this module but have helped me develop them and experiences where the use of counselling skills helped other people as well as myself. In order to reflect on my experiences concerning counselling, I will be using the Gibbs’ reflective cycle.
The first factor of the Gibbs’ reflective cycle is a description of the experience that is being reflected upon. There has been one particularly notable and enjoyable experience throughout my time at Swansea Mind that has seen the progression of my counselling skills. At Swansea Mind, they offer a service known as a ‘befriending’ service (Swansea Mind, 2020).  whereby the public are welcome to call with a volunteer on a set time, on a regular basis. For me, there is one particular client for which I partake in this service every Thursday at 11 am. I have had this client since the start of my experience at Mind and over time I have grown very comfortable speaking and listening to them. This client has extremely bad anxiety and has found this service comforting and by getting them to open up and listening to them talk about their feelings, I have gotten to know them. I partake in this service as I know it helps the client due to the fact that they have previously stated on multiple occasions that they do not want the service to end and that I have helped them cheer up. As previously stated, I have had this client for my whole volunteering experience at Swansea Mind and they have been witness to the progression of my counselling skills, which I find is nice because the growth in confidence in these skills have helped me become more comfortable talking to the client to the point where it is no loner a worry and due to the fact that this client has anxiety, engaging in this service over the phone has minimised the amount of anxiety (Brenes et al., 2011) they are being subjected too as one of the anxieties they experience is that they will have to look for somewhere to take their car and it will take a long time. My goal of the befriending calls is to make sure that they feel like they are going to have a better day than they have been experiencing due to the level of anxiety they experience and from their feedback concerning the calls, I feel like I have achieved this. 
The next component of the Gibbs’ reflective cycle is to focus and reflect on the feelings that occurred during this experience (University of Edinburgh, 2020). During these befriending calls, I at first felt nervous but as time passed and my confidence using counselling skills grew, I started to enjoy the calls as I felt less anxious having to talk over the phone (Smith & Gillon, 2021). Before I started partaking in these befriending calls I was extremely anxious and I was scared to help people over the phone as it was an experience I had never had and I wasn’t sure how to conduct myself because in our counselling module, our practise of counselling other people was in a face-to-face setting. However, the skills used in these counselling sessions such as active listening, reflection, and paraphrasing (Culley & Bond, 2011), open questions, and empathy for example, when used were extremely helpful in guiding the relationship between myself and the client and the experience of helping someone over the phone. Before the phone calls, I feel that my client was loving in an extremely anxious state but has since stated to their doctors that my calls have helped them manage their anxiety and that my calls, alongside their anxiety medication have helped them a significant amount. Throughout partaking in the befriending service with this client I have gradually gone from feeling very anxious at feeling unable to help them over the phone to enjoying being able to be there for them and help them and getting excited to call them and speak to them because seeing how they change from being anxious and upset on the phone to being happy and excited for the call the next week has made me feel that I am able to help them and want to speak with them every week. This experience has definitely helped me from a being with his client that has become one of my favourite aspects of volunteering at Swansea Mind. When I think about getting to do the befriending service with my client now, it makes me feel like I can confidently help them and I don’t have to think about trying to apply different counselling skills anymore, it tends to occur naturally. I feel like this is because I use them so often, whether it is practising in the counselling module or using them in Swansea Mind for all the clients I speak too or even being there for people in my personal manner. 
The third section of the Gibbs’ reflective cycle requires the evaluation of the experience being discussed. The only negative aspect of this experience was the anxiety I experience beforehand as it disputed my ability to practise my counselling skills because rather than listening actively to the client and practising the skills naturally when needed or when the timing is relevant. However, over time this changed as I became less anxious and happier to partake in the befriending calls (Thompson, 1986) and allow myself to properly converse with the client and use the skills in accordance to how it would help them achieve the best possible outcome from the calls. From partaking in these befriending calls, there have been multiple good aspects. The first one is that it has given me a chance to practise my counselling skills in a professional setting and have allowed me to actually help people, which suggests that I am using them in an effective manner. Another positive outcome of these befriending calls is that I now have a very good client/volunteer relationship with this client, and I actively look forward to hearing from them, discussing their life, their wellbeing, future plans and how they are feeling, their past experiences and how they are feeling overall, while personalising it a little bit by sharing similar interests when relevant. Throughout this experience there hasn’t been a notable experience where I have thought that something has gone wrong, or I didn’t enjoy it because getting to know and help my client has been an extremely enjoyable experience which I have been very fortunate to have and it’s something that even over the Christmas break I have missed. It has become a part of my life that I used to dread from being so anxious (Mitchell & Pistrang, 2011) to thinking about it multiple times a week and wanting to call the client and see how I can help their mental state because speaking to them and knowing that I am helping them also puts me in a positive mindset. A positive thing that came from both parties in the befriending call was that because we were both nervous, we got on from the start because it was something that we could relate on. We then bonded over similar interests and my concern to help their mental health. 
The next component of the Gibbs’ reflective cycle includes the analysis of the experience being discussed. In terms of the befriending calls, one of the main reasons that it went well was because I have had this client since I started at mind, I was able to understand how to approach helping them, speaking to them and listening them in a  way that was effective for them while also getting to know them and allowing them to get to know me, allowing us to bond over things that relate to both of us and sharing similar interests and discussing things we disagree with, so it feels like a friendly call rather than trying to practise counselling skills. However, one thing that it has helped me with is how to avoid interrupting clients, which is an important one because when counselling over the phone, it is hard to gauge when the other person is going to speak as you are unable to witness their body language to help decipher cues (Irvine et al., 2020). There has not yet been a bad situation concerning the befriending calls with this particular client. Every week, we call and discuss an update on their mental state, what has happened for them that week, future events they are looking forward too and they also update me on their physical health, medications they are taking and the side effects of these medications that they are experiencing. They’ve also explained their family life and we have discussed grief concerning the loss of friends and how that has impacted them as an elderly person. From this situation, it gives me an insight into other perspectives such as that of the client, that no matter how bad their week has been, they always try to remain positive for others as well as themselves, what triggers their anxiety and how badly it impacts them, which was awful to learn about because of the extremity of the affect it has on their everyday life. I think what would help me better understand the situation is for the client to fully explain to me the impact that the anxiety has on them and to what degree the severity of anxiety they are experiencing is. For example, I know that it means they lack an appetite due to the side effects of the medication they are taking, and I know they struggle to leave the house because driving and parking makes them anxious, but I think it would be important to discuss what other impacts it has on their everyday life and how does it affect the way they live their life. 
The fifth factor of the Gibbs’ reflective cycle requires a conclusion. One thing I learnt from having these befriending calls with this client is that it is important to focus on the client rather than trying to always use the skills because helping them in a way that is tailored more towards them is more effective than using counselling skills generically. Another thing I learnt from this experience is that a client/volunteer relationship is crucial for allowing the most effective outcome from the befriending service (Cassidy et al., 2019). I am fortunate enough to the point where this experience couldn’t have possibly gone better for me. I enjoy speaking to my client and I like the fact that it helps them and as they have previously stated, cheers them up. I would hope that for them, there is also nothing that could make the experience a more positive one as I have enjoyed our calls and I feel that they have as well. In order to handle this situation better, an important skill I need to learn would be to find some form of coping mechanism for my anxiety. I feel that because I get anxious before some of the calls, it can take me a while to settle and be present for the client sometimes which is problematic as it means that sometimes I am unaware of what the client is talking about, which means that they may feel that they are not being listened too. However, I have begun to paraphrase back to them s lot and doing this has helped me become more involved in the conversation. It is a skill that I feel is very important skill in helping people feel listened too and validated and it is one of the skills I am trying to develop, mostly through my experience at Swansea Mind. 
The final stage of the Gibbs’ reflective cycle requires the performance of an analysis. If I had to redo the whole experience again, then I would start volunteering later on, because I started volunteering with Swansea Mind before I completed the reflexive counselling skills module. This is because while completing this module I was able to learn about and practise skills that have helped my ability to counsel drastically. I have gone from being nervous and worrying about what to say to understanding that people want to be listened to and validated and to feel as though they have someone there to support them. Because of this module, I have learnt the importance of using my counselling skills naturally, the importance of being present with the client and the importance of not interrupting and allowing silences as encourages for the client to open up over the phone, especially as I am unable to gauge their body language. To continue further developing and honing my counselling skills, I am going to continue to volunteer at mind as well as being more reflective on myself as a person. This includes using journalling as a form of personal reflection on myself and tracking the progress of the development of my counselling skills, being used in a professional and personal manner, and making sure to be reflective of my own feelings in order to truly strengthen my intrapersonal and interpersonal skills (Gilbert & Leahy, 2007) and therefore be able to offer help more effectively. For me to say I would act differently if I went through this experience again would be untrue. I am fortunate enough that my experience has turned out the way it has, and I wouldn’t change anything about it. I have loved volunteering at mind, becoming a better person, developing my counselling skills, and helping those in need.  This experience alongside partaking in the reflexive counselling module has helped me become a more reflexive person in all aspects of my life, personal and professional and has helped me become a more attentive, empathetic and present person as well as allowing me to se the importance of looking at situations form different perspectives in order to understand the feelings and mindsets of other individuals and use that to help them more effectively. 
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