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The session I have chosen to critically reflect on my use of the foundation
 skills of counselling is the final one in the Triad Group. This session took
 place following weeks of talking about Sally’s life changing events, mainly
 going through a divorce and the financial and emotional difficulties associated
 with this often painful process.

Initially there was a time of adjustment as we came to terms with working
remotely rather than having the sessions in person. As well as this we were
confronted with technical difficulties and frustrations, which ultimately we
managed to work around and still managed build a rapport with each other.

Working on Teams brought its own challenges and we had to adjust to not
being able to have that three dimensional human contact. In a one dimensional
world it can be hard to relate to the other person when they are just a picture on
 the Computer. However, it is imperative to realise that when you get ready to
 work on-line you need to “gear up your “on-line mindset...” to give equal value 
to your online work and your face-to-face work,” in order that you are confident 
as regards this method of working and can transfer this positivity to the client.
 (Kelly and Lees-Oakes 2021). I tried to convey this enthusiasm in this
 Counselling Skills Practice assessment and hopefully this led to the client
 being reassured.

The session begins with a contract which Sills (cited by Reeves 2018) says
 helps “provide structure” and also makes “clear” practical issues and can
 establish important boundaries including confidentiality. At the start I ensure
 that Sally is aware of the limits of confidentiality, as there will be other people


 who have access to the things she wants to talk about, but I also reassure her
 that within those limits, confidentiality is assured. Sally is made aware of the
 time the session is expected to last for and is informed that there will be no fee
 for the session. Most importantly Sally is advised that if there are issues she is
 not comfortable talking about then that is fine too. I also reaffirm to her that she 
can take the session at her “own pace”. Rather than having any preconceived
 ideas about what I think the client should or would want to discuss, especially
 after having a few sessions previously where a certain situation was explored, I
 think that it is important that the client sets the agenda. Sally needs to explore
 the issues that are worrying her and they may be different to concerns she has
 talked about at other times. It is imperative I do not push her in a direction that
 she does not want to go and so I asked Sally if there was anything she wanted
 to talk about in “particular” this week.   

The importance of a conducive environment and surroundings for counselling 
has been highlighted by Mearns and Thorne.(2013). Ordinarily we would be in
 a warm room on comfortable chairs but we have adapted to working at home
 and practising our counselling skills in a cyberspace environment. There are
 definitely more distractions at home and you have got the possibility of my
 dogs barking, someone knocking at the door, Adrian coming into the room to
 interrupt proceedings and so on, so it can make it harder to concentrate on the
 task in hand.
 But the principles of counselling are still the same and it is important to
 maintain eye contact and focus on the client. When I evaluated the session I
 thought that although I was focused on Sally I felt that I was too close to the
 

screen and came across as a bit of a looming presence which might have been 
a bit too disconcerting for her and too imposing. This would be easily remedied
 if I wore my glasses, as then I wouldn’t have to look so closely and I could sit
 back thus creating a more equal and balanced setting.
 
It is important to show empathy to the client and I do believe that I do this. It’s
 also important to give the client encouraging nods of the head and short words
 or sounds of encouragement to show them that you are really listening and that
 you are interested in what they are saying. We can be our worst critics but I
 feel that I am nodding my head a bit too much and I even seem to be fidgeting
 a little bit which can be slightly distracting. I also come across as a bit tense but 
in part I believe this is as a result of worrying about Teams. Overall though I
 feel that I do put Sally at ease as she seems very comfortable to talk about the
 issues that have been bothering her.

“The spaces between words are highly significant in any counselling
 conversation.” (McLeod 2011). Silence allows both the client and the
 counsellor to take time to reflect on what has been said. I think I used silence
 appropriately and there were numerous periods of silence that allowed Sally to
 think and talk about her thoughts and feelings. At one point I was silent and
 this led Sally to say, “But it also feels quite empowering in a way doing it on
 your own, you’re independent, you don’t need somebody else. I can do this
 myself ”. Silence can sometimes feel a bit awkward and make people a bit
 tense but it can also be an essential tool in counselling. It gives an opportunity
 to carefully consider the meaning and impact of what has just been spoken
 

about. Furthermore it can help the person to formulate in their mind what they
 are going to speak about next following a period of silence and contemplation.
There were a few incidences when I interrupted Sally, but I tried not to as I
 think that it is important to let her speak and finish what she wants to say.

  
In order to ensure that you have understood what the client is saying you can
 use statements that show clarification, for instance, I asked Sally, ”Have I got it 
right that you are resigned to how things are?” You can also reflect back to the
 client the things she has said, for example, “Last hurdle which you feel is a bit
 daunting?”  to which Sally replied, “very daunting”. This not only shows that
 you have been listening but can also assist in clarifying what she is trying to
 say. You should also be aware of trigger words too that may need exploring
 further, such as, the words Sally used including, “blow up” and “upheaval”.

Another important element of counselling skills is the use of paraphrasing and
 summarising. Paraphrasing is, "picking up the essence of what has been said
 without interpreting it”. (Midwinter and Dickson) (2015)The client may feel
 “heard” and it can also assist them in their reflection of their own thinking. 
One example of this occurred when I said, “ Seems to me you’ve... gone
 through quite a bit in the last year or so and you’ve mentioned about being on
 your own, so you've fought that fight and you’ve come through it”. The best
 paraphrases are to the point, emphasise the clients situation and may have facts
 as well as feelings. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) have identified that there are 
a number of helpful “tips” to assist in purposeful communication and aid you in


 your communication to show “the client the core conditions of empathy, 
unconditional positive regard and congruence.” During the skills practice I did
use phrases, such as, “ ‘It sounds like’ it’s been quite traumatic on times”
which enabled Sally to assess whether she did indeed feel that “It’s been quite
 traumatic on times”. Midwinter and Dickson recommend having these sorts of
phrases “up your sleeve” and to get used to using them as a component of your
 counselling skills repertoire of words .It’s also important to learn to avoid
 unhelpful phrases, that they identify such as, “moving on” .These are not
 helpful and can hinder the process, potentially “shutting the client down” and
 preventing them from delving into their emotion and maybe it’s relevance to 
them. 

Summarising can be used when a person talks about a lot of topics and the 
Counsellor must ensure that they have grasped what the client is trying to say. 
This provides the client a chance to ascertain and concur with the counsellors 
summary and it can also be of benefit in easing the conversation onward. There 
were a few examples of this during the Counselling skills practice. I did indeed 
say “Well it sounds like you’ve got a plan...to write things down to make things 
a bit clearer, which will make it a bit smoother.” The Counsellor needs to 
“track” the client.(Cully and Bond 2004) and I like this analogy because it 
reminds me of a Native American Indian using all of their senses to follow their 
trail. We should, watch carefully for almost imperceptible changes in tone or 
emotion, and carefully go where the client is taking us as they tell us their story
 and relate their experiences. As I embarked on Sally’s trail, it began with her
 wishing to talk about the financial separation and selling the house, but it also
 led to her expressing her concerns about doing this on her own, worrying about 

the enormity of the task of moving itself, sadness that her family were unable 
to support her more because of restrictions to eventually feeling that sense of
 empowerment and independence that she had already achieved so much and
 was now looking forward to having her own “safe space”.


A Counselling skills session can like a penalty in a rugby match. Just as the play 
continues after the penalty has been conceded, but has to go back to that point
 after a period of time. Sometimes the client may say something, but in order
 not to interrupt the flow of the conversation the Counsellor allows the client to
 continue knowing that eventually they have to go back to an important
 comment that was made. This happened when I stated, “you said at the
 beginning that you feel that there’s a fresh start....”


Questions too can have a place in the counsellor client dialogue and they can be
 open or closed questions either leading or non-leading. (Reeves 2018). I think
 that you need to be careful with questions as they can come across as
 overpowering and almost make a person feel that they are being interrogated.
 But used in the right way and within reason they can open up the conversation
 and subtly guide the session. I did use some questions, such as, “What do you
 think is the most daunting thing about the new changes?” and “What does that
 mean to you clearing the house?” which allowed the client to elaborate more on 
the specifics of her thoughts and feelings surrounding these matters.




Another element of counselling can be the use and understanding of metaphor.
 We make the use of many “verbal shortcuts” (Oakes and Kelly).(2018) in
everyday conversation and clients may use pictures and images to express 
 what they are feeling and where they see themselves. They can give us an 
insight into the life of the client and help them see things more clearly. A couple  
of times Sally mentioned “juggling” and I tried to pick up on this to suggest that 
she felt that she was trying to keep everything up in the air and try and balance

 all of the demands on her life and time. Sally did use the phrase “bury my head
 in the sand” which was one metaphor that we might have explored in more
 depth. Although she also mentioned “race” and “hurdles” a couple of times and 
 I wondered if she felt that her life was also like a race and she did indeed say
 that she felt that having gone through the trauma of the divorce and the
 heartbreak it entailed, that she now felt that she was near the “finishing line”. 
Sally stated that she had one more “hurdle” to get over in order to finish the 
race and she said that was selling the house which in turn would result in the 
completion of the financial separation.

  
Goal setting and planning may also be an important part of counselling. During
 the skills session I asked Sally if there was any “particular achievable goal” 
that she would like to set. She was acutely aware that the next “hurdle” she had 
to get over was the selling of the house and all of the trauma and stress of
 moving. This was heightened in her case as not only did she had to move but
 she also had to divide the furniture and the possessions with her ex husband.
 Sally obviously saw this as a great challenge and said herself that she “had
 




been burying her head in the sand”. So she set the goal of making a plan and
writing things down regarding the things she would need to do to make the
 move go as smoothly as possible. She also was going to approach her ex and
 ask him to take the furniture he wanted, which would again help get the process 
started and hopefully clear some space and help clear some space in her mind
 too, which hopefully will ease some of the impending stress. Although in the
 skills session I encouraged Sally to set a goal I did not explore “Force Field
 Analysis” (Lewin 1951) with her and discuss the “driving forces” and
 “restraining forces” that might either help her or prevent her from achieving her 
 goal. But I believe that it was clear the reason why she wanted to achieve that
 goal and it was definitely her own goal and she could see the importance of
 setting it. 


During the session Sally had said a few things which could have been explored
 further and maybe she could have reflected on how they were affecting her
 more. Such as Covid and the effects of not having as much support from her
 family because of the restrictions and how this was making her think and
 feel. But there were time limitations on the session which did not allow for this. 

There were times during the session when although the issues being discussed
 were quite “daunting” and distressful there was a chance to be light-hearted,
 smile and even laugh. For instance when Sally shared memories of her Mum
  going through the house, cleaning all the shelves as she went along before they 
moved. I also tried to end the time on a positive note concluding that Sally had 


a sense of empowerment, and was looking forward to the future. I emphasised
 that she was relishing her independence and she had also mentioned looking
 forward to having some time to herself.


There are ethical issues and dilemmas to be considered when critiquing a
 counselling skills practical session. Namely that I am not a fully trained and
 professional counsellor and I am using skills that I am currently learning and
 only beginning to grasp and understand. However I do believe that I did show
 attentive listening skills, empathy and some understanding. I tried to mirror
 Sally’s persona and speech, smiling when she smiled and reflecting back to her
 own words, like “empowering”, “having your own space” in order to gain
 clarity and connection. I felt that sometimes I made the mistake of assuming
 how she was feeling, for instance, saying she was “resigned” and maybe I was
 a bit too directing on times e.g. “you are accepting the situation more”. To
 which Sally said she had “fully accepted the situation.” But overall I think
 Sally was in charge of what she wanted to discuss and was even surprised
 about the direction the session eventually went in and the formulation of a plan
 for the coming weeks and days.


It is important to remember that a counsellor needs to be non-judgemental and
 unbiased to the best of their ability. They must also understand that the clients
 reality may be much different to their own and most importantly that words can 


 create their own reality. Equally a counsellor needs to be “respecting and
 accepting of others and of self” (Reeves) possess integrity and honesty and be
 willing to engage in self awareness and have their well-being in the forefront of 
 their mind. I believe that I behaved in a non-judgemental and unbiased way
 during this skills practice session.


On reflection I do feel that the ending of the session was not very professional.
 Saying “if there are any problems get in touch” did not fit in to the setting of
 professional boundaries between Counsellor and client. In a normal situation
 the client knows that the counsellor is available at the set dates and times which 
have previously been agreed. To suggest that the client can get in touch anytime 
is not only unreasonable but unrealistic. The Counsellor needs to take time
 away from the Counsellor Client relationship as it can be very tiring and
 emotionally draining to explore a persons journey in counselling. (Fink /
 Samnick (2007). If the counsellor does not set proper Client counsellor
 boundaries they can burn out and become ineffective as a helper. Furthermore,
 stating ”I’m sure things will work out”, although I am sure was meant to be
 encouraging and reassuring was also unrealistic as I have no way of knowing if 
 this will actually happen. However finishing with “Take care of yourself now”,
I think expresses warmth and concern for the client. 
  

Ultimately the definition of an ”effective counsellor.... is their ability to deliver
 their role using key skills”.(Reeves2018).The Graduate Certificate In
 Counselling Skills is only the start of the journey. I believe that this session has 

highlighted many of the skills needed to be an accomplished Counsellor. The 
use of silence, empathy, clarifying, paraphrasing and summarising have all been 
evident. However there is room for improvement in my posture, my 

mannerisms  and focus on what the client wishes to say and so on. McLeod also 
maintains that it is important to see “ counsellor competence as a developmental 
process” .Therefore it is a long road to gaining the skills and confidence to be  

 a competent practitioner. But I would like to believe that the start of the

 development of those skills has been evidenced in this practice skills session.   
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