Counselling Skills

“Everyone has a story, and every story is worth telling. 
There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story that’s inside you”
(Maya Angelou, American Poet, Memoirist and Civil Rights Activist).
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Introduction
In this essay, I will be honestly and openly expressing in great detail with you, the use of counselling skills, its aims, the adaptable skill of communicating, sharing its foundations and why I think it’s important, as well as critically reflecting on my recent recorded triad session that I conducted with “P” (entitled Laura’s recording Group H – referenced in ‘references used” and dated March 22nd 2021). I will also be exploring and reflectively sharing with you my own views and opinions of what a counsellors’ role entails and why its important to possess these commitments and qualities, the use of metaphors and micro skills, and why it’s important within the session (to both client and counsellor), the role of the BACP, introducing you to historical, highly regarded and influential practitioner figures within the field of counselling and psychotherapy as well as detailing any areas of improvement and reflection I feel, were necessary within my learning journey. 

The definition of a Counsellor (taken from the Cambridge Dictionary, states), “a person trained to give guidance on personal or psychological problems”.
The definition of a Therapist (taken from the Cambridge Dictionary, states), “a person who treats psychological problems”.
The textbook definition of a Counsellor or Therapist is “a contracted meeting between a client and counsellor happening at a set time, at an agreed place for the sole focus to benefit the client”.

This is what I found from doing a quick internet search about counselling skills at the start of my course. I knew very little about what was all involved. Now, after a few months, as you read throughout, I’ve not only learned and understood about the strategies and techniques involved, but I’ve gained, researched, explored, delved into, produced findings and experienced first-hand, from this interesting and intriguing course so far. It has had a new profound effect on me, in a good way. As statistics show, more people than ever before are undertaking counselling, or training in the role counselling skills, as a result of mental health problems and / or life issues and struggles that they have faced in their life. 
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The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (or BACP) defines counselling as “an umbrella term that covers a range of talking therapies. They are delivered by trained practitioners who work with people to help them bring about effective change or enhance their wellbeing. They work to help promote the role and relevance of counselling professions, improving wellbeing and mental health. Based in the UK, it has more than 50,000 members. It is a framework and network that practitioners must abide by, whilst also sharing continuous learning experiences with one another. They talk to government bodies, shares events, ethics and codes of practice, seek to secure funding and most importantly, support and undertake continued research and develop safe and competent practice promoting the profession. In 2018 the BACP underwent and updated their version of their existing framework. They stated that since the profession and the environment is rapidly and continually changing, the newly entitled “Our commitment to clients” was added to give clients a guide to what they can expect from BACP members’. As well as private counselling (as stated above) other options include free counselling funded and made available through the NHS, counselling offered by charities and voluntary organisations or support groups accessed through local community, local authority or churches.
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Where it all began…..
At the very end of 2020, I applied for and was successful in commencing the PGCert Counselling and Reflective Practice course at the University of Wales Trinity and Saint David. By studying hard, using my own life events and experiences, my previous knowledge and learned experience, my interpersonal skills and my motivation, I would be able to further my career within the health and social care sector. My qualifications were acknowledged, accepted and facilitated by the Accreditation of Prior Learning (APL) and I was ready to begin within a comfortable learning community. 
There were aspects of the course which I was eager to explore. The theoretical approach (critical analysis and learning styles), the counsellor and client skills practice (recording of skill sessions), completing of assignments (which included 4 altogether) and the personal development aspect of it all. I was a bit apprehensive and nervous at times, especially the first week or 2 of the courses and did constantly question if I could do it with everything going on in my life. I wondered if I was able to study at the required level, but, on reflection, I did manage the workload, I did commit, I did handle the emotional factors of it all, I was able to use past educational experiences and I did openly and honestly identify aspects of my life to different models of counselling. I thoroughly enjoyed the hard work and challenges. I learned that learning styles and approaches can vary and change over the years, which mines definitely did.  
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The Role of an experienced and successful Counsellor or Therapist 

The “theoretical” approach…
Counselling, at its core, is about building a trusting relationship where a client feels comfortable enough to talk about the difficulties that they may have experienced or may be experiencing. As a counsellor or therapist, it is all about being present in the moment whilst following the therapeutic frame, as set out by the BACP, so that a client can express themselves. It’s about protecting the safety of clients, enhancing the quality (and appreciating the human experience) of relationships between people, 
using different approaches (or characteristics) such as a non-judgemental persona and attitude when communicating amongst one another. It’s about giving help, rather than giving advice. It’s about listening to, and not asking questions. It’s about being mindful and respectful and providing safeguarding and reassurances. It’s about looking at what is possible, rather than to tell the client what to do. Key qualities and attributes of a person-centred counselling session is, as a counsellor, listen to their stories (hear, see and feel their emotions), use unconditional positive regard (such as accepting them for who they are) and show empathy when necessary (making them feel heard and understood). This is an extremely dedicated (and extremely demanding) but rewarding profession. There are a variety of approaches to counselling which can include Psychodynamic Approaches, Cognitive Behavioural Approaches, Humanistic Approaches as well as Integrative Approaches. Person centred counselling takes place within a set of boundaries, as set out by the BACP, and is a managed experience between 2 consenting people. This can take place face to face, over the phone or online live chat. A successful counsellor or therapist draws up a “contract” with the client before commencing the session, which ensures the process will be performed in a good, safe and professional manner, from both parties. Within the contract, it included the date(s) of the session, the time of the session(s), how many sessions may be needed before starting to see progress (whether it be a single session, a short course or a longer course of sessions), the location and also the cost involved. The counsellor will also inform and explain to the client about committing to the process, about confidentiality (what they are and aren’t legally bound to disclose) and boundaries (consisting of Ethics, Policies and Procedures, and Laws). This is all agreed upon before the first session. This is very important, necessary and vital to help keep the relationship therapeutic. Below are great examples of well-established Counselling Service Contracts, similar to one used between myself and “P”. 
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As well as taking in, memorising what the client is saying, note taking is another form of recorded communication / therapeutic conversation. Counsellors have to ask the clients permission if this is ok to do so whilst explaining to them its intended purpose, as set out by The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The GDPR’s key provisions and principles include; fairness and transparency, data minimisation, accuracy, integrity and confidentiality and accountability. Clients do have the right to see the notes taken (if they wish) if the client is identifiable by name or initials, however if they are not, counsellors are not legally obliged to show them. Another form of communication is listening out for and using metaphor language (used in a lot of person-centred Humanistic therapies). It is a figure of speech, using expressive words and phrases, that is used to make a comparison between two things not alike, but that have something in common. (YourDictionary, 2019). Some clients use this when they struggle to put into words that they might be feeling or experiencing. As a professional and trained counsellor, we are taught to listen out for metaphors expressed by the client. We find it can be extremely helpful in some circumstances, helping to clarify the emotional and physical experience as well as helping to bring about change, that as a counsellor, we can identify with. 
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The “counsellor and client” skills approach….
So, during my 27 minutes 28 seconds recorded triad counselling skills session with “P”, using a soft, friendly voice and a relaxed comfortable demeanour, I compassionately guided and helped her reflect on her story (and the events leading up to the session). I used necessary techniques such as, head nodding, active listening, enabling empathic responses and attunement, used reactiveness, ethical awareness and being aware of the use and appropriate use of questions relating to what she was talking about. By doing this, it made “P” feel a little bit more comfortable so that she could express herself. I started off the session with an introduction, thanking “P” for attending today, informing her that the session was being recorded for information purposes and also being reviewed by an adjudicator, therefore I could not 100% guarantee that confidentiality could be adhered to. She acknowledged this and was very happy to continue. I explained and emphasised to “P” that we were here today to focus on possible solutions, rather than the problem, hopefully resolving any issues she may have and hopefully apply new techniques that I knew she clearly possessed. I continued by asking “P” how she was feeling, if there was anything she would like to share with me or express today. Right away without hesitation, she enabled the therapeutic conversation. I sat quietly and listened, acknowledging her when I deemed it necessary. She started off the session by expressing to me that she was feeling a bit overwhelmed, tired, stressed and getting headaches because of trying to balance and manage important, busy and multiple workloads in her life. She was feeling stuck in a rut and felt like she needed many more hours in the day to achieve it all. I asked her to expand. I responded, using core empathic micro skills to enhance our communication. I eagerly and intently took an interest in what she was telling me using paraphrasing (acknowledging and repeating back to her what she was telling me), making eye contact with her and vice versa, using necessary prompts all whilst viewing her facial expressions, her emotions and her body language.  Throughout our session, I used important phrases such as “I can see that you are….”, “I’m here to listen to your story and resolve any issues you may have”, “That’s a positive statement, lets go on from there”, “So how might you have dealt with that….?”, “I am happy to see that you are happy, a bit more content and thinking about the different processes….“I understand what you are saying and that you are possibly feeling…..” and “how do you feel now?”. I continued to actively listen to what “P” was saying and how she was saying it. I didn’t want to ask too many leading or direct questions in case it might have hindered the process. I was wary about this and just wanted the conversation to flow naturally and at her pace. At times I also allowed her to have necessary silent and paused moments, just to let her reflect and take a breath. She was saying in her submission, giving the impression that she was manically trying to juggle countless balls in the air (and under severe pressure), within her professional life, her personal life, as well as her continuing education learning journey. She stated she was facing a little bit of uncertainly about her future direction and I could tell from her demeanour (and from my training and learned experience) that this was the case. I was there just to provide a sympathetic ear, provide guidance, provide an alternative solution to help her to focus on what’s important, here and now. I felt from her that she didn’t want to give anything up, she just wanted help with the managing of her workloads. I was inspired and truly intrigued by her. By what she was trying to accomplish in such a short space of time. Being a speaker amongst a group of 45 strong women. Being a self-employed HR recruitment worker and being a student. Together, we talked about what is important in her life. It might help to write things down in a notepad, diary or journal. By doing so she will be prioritising, organising and managing day to day tasks, taking away the mounting pressures within her head. I then suddenly noticed the relief on her face. A sigh of relief. She agreed this was a great idea. We also talked about taking some time out. To focus on what is important. By setting a timescale / time frame for different stages of the year. From the start of our session to the end of our session, I noticed a significant improvement in her face, attitude, body posture and body language. Her emotions shone through. She was a bit more relaxed and content. She no longer felt overwhelmed. She reiterated to me that she had gained a lot from our session and I was very happy to have helped. We both felt another session was needed for follow ups. 
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Counselling and Psychotherapy has changed tremendously and has adapted through the times. Through erudition, evolution and evaluation. Most articles have shifted their foundations from theoretical notions (case material) to empirical studies (outcome based research). Below, are, what I (and many others) believe, are 2 very historical, influential and highly regarded people within the field of Counselling and Psychotherapy, Arthur Combs and Carl Rogers. Here is what I have enjoyed learning about them.
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Arthur W Combs (1912-1999)

“The strive for excellence is perhaps the most important single cause of a person's success, 
or failure, educationally, which has to do with the question of what they believe about themselves”

· Arthur W Combs, Being and Becoming: A Field Approach to Psychology (1999)
Arthur was a very committed, dedicated and experienced person-centred counsellor, psychotherapist and world-renowned author. He began his career as a teacher of biological sciences in 1935 and by 1945, he had completed his Ph.D. in Clinical Psychology. He released his first book in 1989 entitled; A Theory of Therapy. Guidelines for Counselling Practice (with 19 other books to follow). It is his descriptive and detailed version of, what he believed, how humanistic counselling, education and personal belief systems (such as growth, self-actualization and personal meaning) affect the counselling process. Throughout his career, he and his contributions, were well recognised and respected by others and he won several awards and honours for his research, writings and work. Upon researching and reading about him, I was intrigued and found his views, theories and approaches empowering and interesting. Having read statements, articles and books by other leaders, he came across to me, as a supportive, meaningful respectful mentor in his field of psychology and was often referred to as “Immense experienced presence and a beacon for humanistic education and leadership” - Richards & Gonzalez, (2000). 
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Carl R Rogers (1902-1987)
“The curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, I can then change.”
“The only person who is educated is the one who has learned, how to learn and change.”
"The good life is a process, not a state of being. It is a direction, not a destination"

· Carl. R Rogers, On Becoming a Person: A Therapists View (1995)
· 
Carl was an intelligent American psychologist, a founding father of psychotherapy using humanistic (human nature experiences) and client-centred approaches. His theory (1951) was based on 19 propositions on how people can change for the better and why relationships are necessary to promote that change. He used his own approaches (and theories) to show and understand the personality and human relationships in various domains of counselling and psychotherapy (such as education, organisations and other group settings) using principles, rather than stages. He travelled the world and was devoted to applying said theories. He too won various awards and honours. Along with other highly regarded psychologists, over a 10-year period, he travelled throughout Europe, US, Brazil and Japan, running person-centred workshops focusing on cultural communications, personal growth, self-empowerment, self-worth and social change. He believed the human-self is composed of 3 concepts, ideal-self, self-image and self-worth. Upon researching and reading all about him, I was intrigued and again found his views, theories and approaches empowering, interesting, credible and easy to follow, to relate to and understand. I identified with him and what he believed were the five characteristics of the fully functioning person using positive regard. Being open to experience, existential living, trusting feelings, creativity and a fulfilled life.
 - Rogers, C. (1951). Client-centered therapy: Its current practice, implications and theory.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, by critically and honestly exploring, analysing, sharing and reflecting with you, in great detail, the aims and extensive research into the use of and process of counselling skills. Why it is relevant and important, the use of micro skills and the important role of what being a counsellor entails, providing examples of what happens in an actual counselling session and the use of memory to remember to share or avoid sharing, all enable a very mindful, very therapeutic and very successful conversation taking place between 2 consenting people. As documented and evidenced above, even more people nowadays go through difficult and challenging times at some point (or many points) in their life. Therapy, and the use of counselling skills, helps a person to move forward, to promote greater self-esteem and assertiveness thus decreasing anxiety and depression. By seeking help, a person can have someone to confide in, which is, in my opinion, invaluable. There are many scientifically proven benefits to counselling. It helps a person to explore their thoughts, understand their problems better and make sense of why and what a person is thinking or feeling. The field has grown and moved in different directions over the years, but, in my opinion, for the better. 
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