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The aim of this reflective commentary is to determine what skills within counselling that I would require more development in. While analysing a recording of myself as a counsellor leading a session with a fellow student who portrayed the client, utilising a fictitious scenario to be the focus of the session, I have established several areas which I believe require improvement. Through comparing these areas to the counselling skills established within the Relational Skills Model (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015) and techniques included within approaches such as motivational interviewing (Rollnick & Miller, 1995), I have engaged with processes outlined by the Gibbs Reflective Framework (Gibbs, 1988) in order to ascertain what element of each skill I need to develop, how I would undergo improving my ability to engage with these skills and my goals for utilising these further-developed techniques within the role of counsellor in the future.   
During the introductory phase of the recording, I immediately begin the contracting stage of establishing the relationship between helper and client, however, I believe there are two key elements that I overlooked that undermine the value of contracting as part of role establishment, boundary setting and building rapport as outlined by Midwinter and Dickson (2015). Firstly, this introduction and contracting emphasises confidentiality and covers all key elements within, however, it is paced relatively fast and does not appear to give the client a comfortable amount of time to consider the points conveyed to her. Secondly, my personal introduction is extremely minimal. I do not introduce myself as a qualified practitioner nor do I state the fact that I am bound by the BPS Code of Ethics and Conduct (2021). Beyond legality and comfortably establishing informed consent, these are vital in order to begin the process of outlining the nature of each person’s roles within the session to lay the foundations of a productive rapport. I believe I aimed to cover contracting swiftly as I felt it to be a more staged element of the session that did not feel part of the natural conversation and was therefore relying more on memorisation than actual engagement with the client. It is clear that I am working through a list of rules and not searching for indicators of the client’s understanding until a single moment at the end of this stage. Therefore, this inhibits a comfortable setting being produced for the client. I have determined that this stage of the session needs to be practiced more and I should integrate more comfortable language to allow contracting to feel more natural for both myself and the client. I could also use this opportunity to lead on to setting expectations for the client. For example, I could follow with explaining that the sessions are a safe space for the client to convey anything they feel they need to, that the entire process takes time, and that counselling is not an immediate solution. I intend to create a script that will incorporate these points of development which, through time and practice, I will be able to more naturally perform. 
Throughout the session, I clearly struggle to remain still and do not consistently appear physically comfortable. The environment in which such a session would take place is not a naturally comfortable setting for myself and, while my focus remains on the client, I am aware how this could be a distracting or noticeable issue for the client. I attempt to maintain an open posture and appear relaxed. These are two elements of the SOLER method (Egan, 1975) I believe that I need to develop. Though engaging with the client is not uncomfortable for me, I should consider the setting more and possibly have chosen a more appropriately sized space. I have considered that proximity to the client should include a larger space between us and conduct the session in a more open area or room. Furthermore, I have also determined that engaging more in mirroring as part of my active listening repertoire could allow me a comfortable outlet for restlessness. However, I have considered that overuse could appear too obvious to the client and would appear to cross the boundary into constant copying of body language, thereby potentially making them feel uncomfortable. In future application I shall attempt to be comfortably animated when appropriate by exploring a balance between gesturing and mirroring. 
Throughout the session, I attempted to avoid closed questions and had to remain actively aware of how I framed questions to allow the client to answer with immediate elaboration. I believe that I made the mistake of asking closed questions due to the fact that I often did not take a suitable amount of time to consider what I wanted to ask and formulate the statement in such a way that the client could be prompted to answer with depth. This connects to a more constant and overarching issue with the session which is my pacing. I repeatedly failed to use silences as a skill and sought to respond quickly to what the client was saying. I was naturally compelled to seem responsive to the client and I was formulating these responses as the client spoke. This presents several issues. Firstly, lack of silences and taking little time before responding caused the session to be over in less time than I had aimed for. By not taking time to respond and allow short periods of silence, I did not give the client time to potentially continue expressing more after they had spoken. I would have presented as more attentive to what they client was saying by allowing obvious contemplation of what was being said as opposed to quickly responding (McLeod & McLeod, 2011). Finally, I would have been able to give myself more time to reflect on what the client was saying and potentially explore different avenues of questioning for the client. When considering the core conditions of Carl Rogers’ Person-Centred model (1957), I am not taking enough time to become more aware of how I am considering what the client is saying and therefore not enough time is being taken for determining how I want to relay my interpretations. In this sense, I am negatively affecting the degree to which I can achieve congruence with the client. Through practice I aim to develop maintaining my silences as a skill by incorporating more active listening techniques such as non-verbal cues and minimal encouragers so that I can still be as present as possible while assuring the client that I am actively reflecting on what is being said. Once I am able to apply this, my sessions will no longer appear rushed, and I will be able to engage with the client constantly at a more comfortable pace. Furthermore, by investing more practice into non-verbal cues, gesturing and minimal encouragers, this may assist in the previously mentioned issue of appearing restless.
During the session, there is a specific moment where I attempt to employ motivational interviewing by eliciting ‘change talk’ and thereby empower the client to explore a positive outlook of their potential future. Through judging how I conveyed the scenario and from the client’s immediate response, I believe I did not initiate this technique effectively. I attempt to facilitate the client’s contemplation of a scenario where her problems are no longer apparent or existent, however, I believe my statement was vague and not present confidently or encouragingly. If this was not the case, I believe this would have prompted the client to envision a positive scenario. However, this questioning led to more reflection of the client’s past which caused the deduction of more negative influences. This was the opposite of what I had hoped to achieve with the client at the time. When exploring this and my overall tone and volume throughout the session, I believe I need to consider a more energetic and enthusiastic approach to speaking while maintaining a calm and comfortable atmosphere for the client. I plan to achieve this by considering the tone of my voice and volume when conversing in general and through more practice sessions until I can find a comfortable medium in the way I vocally communicate. I must also take more time to construct the questioning for eliciting ‘change talk’ in order to ensure I am speaking clearly, confidently and the client is more aware of the nature of the question. Again, I can achieve this by taking more time to contemplate responses and questions by pacing myself more during the sessions and using silences after the client’s responses. 
In instances during the session where I attempt to summarise and what the client has conveyed, my summaries are relatively short and at times I do not appear entirely confident in how I am trying to explain my understanding of what the client has told me. Relating to previous points of development, I have clearly not taken enough time to consider how I wish to state what I am intending to say, however, I am also not ensuring that I can convey a complete understanding of what the client is saying or how they are feeling. Essentially, I believe that, at times, I am unconfidently attempting to express empathy toward the client’s situation. This could lead the client to have to repeat key elements of the issues they wish to discuss and deteriorate the trust and confidence the client has in me as the counsellor. I aim to be able to formulate more clear and substantial summaries of what the client has said as the session progresses. In order to achieve this, I need to take more time to reflect on what has been said and develop for myself a mechanism of building clear, coherent, and accurate statements. Initially, I could incorporate note taking during sessions to assist me in collecting vital portions of the conversation to feedback to the client and to prevent myself from focussing too much on how to respond while the client is still talking. This enable me to remain present and eventually I can become capable of being able to revise everything a client has said without the use of notes so that I can be as present as possible and not detract from maintaining non-verbal communication such as eye-contact and body language. Eventually, by being able to summarise more effectively I aim to be able to facilitate productive responses from the client to ensure in-depth progress into the topic being discussed.
It is only toward the end of the session that I actively show affirmation for the client’s pursuit of help while analysing the contrast between their issues and their desire to speak about them. I could acknowledge the client more often by giving more praise toward their pursuit of help and facilitate their reflection of seeking counselling as a way of actively helping themselves. When considering unconditional positive regard, I could incorporate more praise and positive responses beyond summarising, questioning and paraphrasing as well as more regular use of empathetic statements. Once again, I believe this can be attached to a previous point of development in which I take more time to respond and pace the conversation more by focusing on my responses that aren’t just questions but also cues and statements that can encourage elaboration.
Finally, my closing of the session is very brief and though I thank the client for attending the session and attempt to incorporate some procedural practice such as organising another session, I believe that I should conclude with more affirmation for the client’s attendance and determine a more encouraging approach to asking the client how they feel at the end of the session of if there is more they wish to discuss. Furthermore, I could also explore what goals the client may wish to set for themselves until the next session and ask if what they had hoped to gain from attending counselling had changed. I believe development in this area is linked to my initial concerns regarding contracting. Scripted practice could enable me to eventually develop a more natural closing of a counselling session.
Ultimately, I believe my primary points of development will be focused on paralanguage and how I can create a more comfortable and conducive environment for productive responses by adjusting the speed and tone of my speech, while remembering to reinforce my engagement with the core conditions through various techniques, especially the appropriate use of questions and silences between responses.
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