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Portfolio element 2 - A reflective account of my experience at placement 

There is a story within Chinese folklore called ‘The red string of fate’, whereby there is an unseen magical cord between that and what is destined for you, and whilst it may tangle and stretch, it will never break (Yu Lan, 1983).  Although open to interpretation, my personal take on it is that the people and experiences you encounter within life, are just a part of that tangled and stretched cord.  I believe in fate, and subsequently that the experiences and people I have encountered over the past three years as part of the Humanistic Counselling practice degree programme both good and bad, were just twists and turns of the cord. There have been moments where I thought my red cord would break.  However, I once heard someone say that irrespective of how thin a thread may sometimes appear, it is strong, nonetheless.  This proved to be true.  I have spent the most part of three years on that very thin cord, often wondering at what moment it would snap, and I think the main reason that did not happen is due to the highly positive experience I am fortunate to have had at my placement in Ystradgynlais Mind, which counterbalanced some of the more difficult areas of this journey both personally and professionally and neutralised my desire to simply stop.  My journey in placement began back in May 2019, when I was successfully accepted as a volunteer of the team at Ystradynlais Mind.  Although my role as I type this is somewhat different now, my initial purpose was to complete 100 practice hours of counselling with clients, which despite living through very challenging circumstances I have successfully completed.


I recall clearly when I first applied for the volunteer position, feeling grateful for being accepted, I expressed immense forms of gratitude to those I was around, the people of Ystradgynlais Mind.  However, just a few short days into my placement I was reminded by the staff there, that they indeed felt as grateful as myself.  I would be frequently reminded that the entanglement of my metaphorical red cord that was occurring as part of me being in placement, was also beneficial to them alongside the stakeholders they had alliances with.  Their favourite saying was that it was a ‘win win’ situation, as there was much to be gained for all parties within this arrangement.  They were able to utilise me as an unpaid therapist, and in return I was able to fully absorb valuable ‘on the ground’ experience, which has later proved to be invaluable.  I was given the opportunity to hone my ‘craft’ outside of a staged triad University setting.  McLeod (2007) introduced the idea that an effective Counsellor, irrespective of the context in which they operate via training, be that within a private high-end clinical setting or a busy health clinic, works as a ‘craft worker’.  Fortunately, my newfound ‘craftmanship’ was heavily supported by a network of professionals at Mind.  I feel fortunate to have been adopted by a group of people who thought so much outside the box and clearly demonstrated their commitment to the equality and diversity outlined by Mind (2021).  Whilst it was evidenced that they work very much in alignment with the BACP (2018) Ethical Framework, it was made increasingly clear that it was important for me as a student to be who I am as a person, and that I was given not only permission, but actively encouraged to utilise the lived experience I have in a variety of areas.  Being a massive fan of the work of Val Wosket’s and her notion of the therapeutic use of self (1999, 2017), this was music to my ears.  It was clear to me that their position was similar to that of Doherty (2012) who had the belief that Counsellors sometimes get so focused upon assessments and strategies, that they then don’t pay enough attention to the core craft of their work and what they can bring to the table as people.

It was refreshing to hear that the fellow professionals I was working alongside shared the notion that to be authentically myself, was just as important as the therapeutic tools I carried, and they endorsed the core condition of congruence as per the BACP ethical framework (2018), with both me as a student and my clients.  I felt heard, and I felt seen, and I was treated with respect for being authentically who I am, which in turn allowed me to take responsibility for many aspects of my own work and show initiative.  Manninen (2016), in her study of student nurses who worked within placement environments found that students within placement settings needed to experience both internal and external authenticity in order to make learning meaningful.  And although this particular study referred to student nurses as opposed to student Counsellors it draws parallels to the experience I came to know.  Working alongside the professionals at Mind, their innovative pedagogical methods of support with student Counsellors such as myself was evident, and they encouraged the notion of authenticity which in my opinion created the prerequisites for strong experiential learning.  This general mode of operation within Mind was apparent in all interactions but was further honed by the organisation’s implementation of their own and mutually agreeable student Counsellor contract (2021) alongside their frequent and robust supervision practises, which was both conducted on a one-to-one basis and within group settings.  The level of supervision hours exceeded the recommended 1.5 hours per month as outlined by the BACP (2018) and was available to me as and when required.  This proved to be useful in ensuring that any blind spots were addressed as per the Johari’s window model (1955).  It also allowed me to learn the skills I required to work in alliance with the stakeholders of Mind, such as social services, domestic abuse refuges, and the homeless project to name just a few, as during periods of supervision it was demonstrated how and sometimes when to make necessary referrals to other agencies.  In doing so, I was building rapports and working relationships with a much broader network of organisations and stakeholders, and therefore built further upon my own professional practice, in terms of seeing the bigger picture outside of the confines of a client counselling session.  As this reflective piece stands to illustrate, the red cord I speak of was becoming even more entangled as my professional life became to be more enriched as a result of my placement within Mind.
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[bookmark: _Hlk67060346]Portfolio element 3 - A reflective account of an issue taken to supervision

Trainees regularly experience conflicts and other
reactions in their counselling work that interfere with
their ability to be maximally effective with their clients
(Nutt-Williams et al., 1997; Nelson & Friedlander,
2001
Nutt-Williams et al (1997) and Nelson and Friedlander (2001) found that trainee Counsellors regularly experience adverse reactions within their therapy work which in turn interferes with their abilities to be maximally effective with their clients.  During my time working through my one hundred client hours, there have been numerous occasions where I would experience an internal adverse reaction for one reason or another, and utilised supervision to discuss such instances at greater detail.  I think the hardest thing for me personally in scenarios such as this was that as a professional Counsellor, any adverse reactions you have, in many instances need to be concealed from your client.  In many respects this created a level of incongruence within myself.  And this may not necessarily be within the best interest of the client to supress such feelings as Ashford and Humphrey (1993) suggest that the emotional labourer can actually distance themselves cognitively from the situation by acting rather than experiencing the emotion.  Fortunately for me, the availability of my supervisor was often instantaneous, she was always accommodating with her time with such matters.  For the purpose of this portfolio piece, I will relate to a specific issue that I took to supervision and consider the impact that has had on me and the professional practice I hold, alongside areas of my personal development.  In order to carefully protect the identity of the client that this written piece relates to, I will refer to him simply as client A.  Client A was a client assigned to me in the midst of the 1st wave of the Global pandemic, we never met in real life, only via the virtual space we have all now come accustomed to.   

I will outline only in brief the scenario I was faced with, and the reasons I took these issues to supervision.  It all boils down to gut feeling, from the very first session with client A, despite him not actually giving any information that would cause alarm, something just did not sit right.  For several weeks, I would listen to him speak, and despite the physical distance, as these sessions were being conducted over the telephone, I knew there was something seriously wrong.  I would talk through my interactions with client A at supervision weekly and try as I might I could not bring any concrete theories as to why I felt something was gravely wrong, only that every fibre of my being was telling me it was.   I wasn’t getting this feeling from body language, as I couldn’t see him, I wasn’t getting it from his words, which then made me ponder the thought as to if I was getting this from tone of voice alone or even from some other unconscious means.  I was experiencing feelings similar to those outlined by Bonjour (1998) of the epistemological rationalist.  I am someone who holds the belief that some propositions are not justified by sense experience, introspection, or memory, but rather by rational intuition.  I searched for logical reasons for how I felt but could find none, and instead made efforts to rationalise my own intuition.  This was disconcerting to me, because I was starting to feel grave concern that my anxiety and sensitive perceptions to the World was interfering with my therapeutic practices.  My worries were two-fold; I had concerns for the client because my senses were telling me something was wrong despite not having any solid evidence, and also for myself as I was alarmed that there was a possibility my own perceptions of the World were creating a misplaced anxiety.

I frequently feel the World and emotions in a much more heightened state, by way of example, when I hear sound, my mind attributes it a colour, when I speak, I speak in bars and in rhythm so that I can get out the words I need to say, when someone explains pain, frequently I physically feel it, and when I listen to music, I lose my sense of taste.  It’s called synesthesia which is a word formed from the Greek word anaesthesia, meaning ‘no sensation’ and mutated into the word synesthesia, meaning ‘joined sensation’ (Cytowic, 2002).  The word denotes the rare neurological processes whereby sensory capacities fusion.  Aside from some of the more physical balance issues these are just a small number of ‘quirks’ that come with being me.  But I was very concerned with this particular client that my ‘quirks’ of mind and character were somehow detrimental to client work.  I actually considered not disclosing how I experience the World to my supervisor, for fear of being misunderstood, however I knew that it was within the best interest of my client to do so, as I was unable to shake a feeling of imminent danger around him.  Ladant et al. (1996) conducted a study which proved that nondisclosures within supervision were often as a result of the Counsellor feeling the subject matter was too personal, and furthermore, and more importantly the study also found that nondisclosures negatively affect supervision and the therapy processes for the client.  I disclosed everything as best I could, with words that were hard to find, as when I get highly nervous, I frequently lose language.  To be perfectly honest, I thought I may lose my placement too due to what I was explaining, but fortunately for me, the opposite happened.  I was coached in lines of questioning with my client that would possibly reveal any danger areas within his personal circumstances, whilst also keeping him safe.  In doing this it later unravelled that this gentleman was indeed in grave danger.  Through supervision and through managerial support I was then shown how to conduct an urgent referral to a domestic abuse refuge so that my client had the opportunity to escape the anguish I instinctively knew he was suffering from the very first time he spoke to me on the telephone.  The example I have outlined here built greatly upon my professional practice, it also impacted upon me in terms of personal development because since my disclosure I am now less scared of being myself within work environments.  My fear of judgement for the way I experience the World is still there but has eased slightly.  My engagement with client A alongside Minds clear commitment on equality and diversity (Mind, 2021) taught me that being open about who I am is always the best option for all concerned.  
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Portfolio element 4 - A reflective account of practice-based activity and its impact of my client work and professional practice

‘It Takes Balls to Talk’ is the name of one of the mental health campaigns that I am currently heavily immersed within.  I am creating the public marketing content for the campaign which is due to launch later this year surrounding the prevalence of male suicide within the Rugby community.  Ystradgynlais Mind facilitate the in-house mental health training to coaches within Rugby clubs and affiliated organisations.  My involvement in this national project did not simply occur by chance overnight, it built to this because of practise-based activity within Mind as a then trainee Counsellor.  Week after week I would hear stories within my own community of men suddenly and unsuspectedly taking their own lives, on one occasion, the brother of a client I was counselling.  I witnessed first-hand, the devastation, the aftermath, the pain.  Orlinsky and Ronnestad (2005) identified that the most influential continued practice development a trainee Counsellor in placement can acquire is gained from working with actual clients.  The said client’s brother was described as a man who was ‘one of the boys’ from the club, a shining example of fitness with a passion for the game they all seem to love in these parts, Rugby.  This story doesn’t stand alone, everyone I heard about was categorized in the exact same way.  The CEO of Mind could see as clearly as I could the pattern in these matters and took it upon herself to do something about it.  Since then, I have been in regular conversation via steering groups of men within Rugby, with affiliation with the WRU and Ospreys alongside many other teams so that we can better understand the culture.

The point I am trying to illustrate by discussing this campaign within this portfolio piece is that, although I have attended a wide array of specific training courses within placement, the most prominent continued practice development that has occurred, has done so more organically.   Rowley (2003) hypothesises that workplace environmental learning of this kind allows students the opportunity to make sense of an organisation.  And this was definitely true for me.   Despite having partaken in more regimental booked and streamlined training courses such as Covid 19 remote working training, bereavement, LGBT and transitioning and safeguarding training to name but a few, the most effective form of continued development I have experienced has been ‘in house’.  The most impactful developmental training for me personally is that of being a Counsellor in a small Welsh valley.  I was enthused by the passion of the CEO of Mind who asked me to come on board with the ‘It Takes Balls To Talk’ initiative to see how we as an organisation could ‘tackle’ this mental health crisis.  I had to develop, I had to learn, I had to understand and immerse myself in the World these guys are experiencing for this project to work. Before even writing the campaign marketing materials I needed to speak directly to the male Rugby community.  And to understand them, both myself and the CEO have embarked upon a training of sorts ourselves.

As we are still in the midst of a Global Pandemic, my training has not been within a classroom, or even on zoom, but instead outside in the open air on the grounds of a rugby pitch surrounded by rugby players, current and previous, all of which telling me how they truly feel.  A large percentage of the clients I am likely to see or have seen previously have links to this World, based on the community I am a Counsellor in.  It is therefore not only imperative that I learn about it for the purpose of the campaign, but also by means in which to understand the clients within my therapy work.  I must meet my clients at their own frame of reference to make a difference.  Duncan and Moynihan (1994) proposed that an intentional utilization of the client’s frame of reference explicitly influences the chance of a successful therapeutic alliance, and this is what my current and ongoing development involves.  This mode of operation has impacted greatly upon my client work and professional development generally as I have been able to hone my ‘craft’ and tailor it to the community in which I am personally and professionally emersed.  This is just one example of the ‘home grown’ continued developmental practices I am experiencing within my placement, however, there have been many others, too many to be able to go into too much depth within this piece, but to name just one I am also heavily emersed within the Freedom Programme initially founded by Pat craven in 1999 that was later formulated into a facilitation programme for the domestically abused (Craven, 2008).  

Every Friday morning for a number of months I would attend the offices at Mind when it was permittable via the Covid 19 laws and sit socially distanced with the CEO.  She on a one-to-one basis talked me through the ‘reg flags’ of coercive control which frequently leads on to violence and further mental abuse being inflicted upon the perpetrator’s victims.  Despite The Home Office’s (2015) definition acknowledging the use of coercion and control within intimate relationships, it does not outright define exactly what the signs of this crime would be.    By attending weekly training, I was able to recognise potential safeguarding issues with my clients by understanding some of the signs to look out for.  Partaking therefore benefited my further professional development within a counselling capacity as I was better able to recognise safeguarding issues.  It has also enabled me to be a facilitator of the Freedom Programme to help those at risk understand and often escape abusive situations therefore further broadening my current professional portfolio within counselling. So, despite there being a number of training opportunities within my placement at Ystradgynlais Mind it is clear to me that the largest proportion of my continued professional development has emanated from the clients and the community.  By immersing myself fully in understanding their needs, and then tailoring my training experiences to meet them allowed me to work in alignment with some of the principles the BACP (2018) emphasises on working to a professional standard, which include working within my own competence and keeping my skills and knowledge up to date.  By collaborating with colleagues on initiatives such as ‘It Takes Balls to Talk’ and ‘The Freedom Programme’ I significantly improved upon the quality of my professional development and my own abilities, further honing my ‘craft’ as a Humanistic Counsellor.
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