


Practical skills assessment.
15-minute in-class video recording with a 2,000-word reflective commentary.

A practice counselling session was recorded using a case scenario with the client. The client scenario involved identifying tension between themselves and their partner and exploring that this was partly due to working long hours in the family business. The session evolved to identify possible changes that could allow time to be spent together without experiencing tension. The recording was 13 minutes and involved me in the role of the counsellor, the client, and two observers. I will reflect on my skills as a counsellor using the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988). Reflection is critical because it allows us to examine our own meaning of processes generating reflective awareness for personal development (Bager-Charleson, 2010). Bennett-Levy, (2006, as cited in Wright, 2018, pg 17) stated that self-practice and self-reflection established evidence of increased empathy. Counselling can be emotionally demanding, and reflection allows for the development of personal resilience. Reflection is a continual process continuously developing (Dewey, 1859-1952, as cited in Bager-Charleson, 2010, pg. 16).
Before the recording session began, I was anxious, nervous, and unwell. The thought of completing the recording in front of two observers and the client made me feel additional pressure to get things right. I was not confident that I could put aside my emotions and focus on the moment causing me to overthink. As the recording progressed, I became less aware of the camera and the observers and began focusing on the client and the therapeutic relationship. I felt myself relaxing and becoming more actively engaged in the process. Once the recording was complete, I felt relieved, calm, and content with how I had completed the counselling scenario. I was aware that there were things I could have done differently, and I will reflect on these.
	In recollection of the recorded session, there are positive elements and challenges. Core counselling skills were observed to affect the therapeutic relationship positively. Contracting contained all the relevant information the client would need to understand before beginning the session. For instance, the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy outlined the ethical implications, confidentiality, and acknowledgement of the observers in the room. This established trust between myself and the client before the session began. Gerard Egan developed the Skilled Helper model stating that effective communication and empathy foster positive therapeutic relationships (2004, as cited in McLeod & McLeod, 2011, pg. 39). When the therapist displays attending skills, paraphrasing, non-verbal attending, and summarising, it focuses on the client bringing meaning to what they are saying (McLeod, 2015). Throughout the conversation, I demonstrated paraphrasing, which showed the client I was empathetic to their thoughts and feelings, creating a safe environment. Active listening was observed throughout the recording, which allowed me to bring into focus some of the concerns the client addressed. Including demonstrating non-verbal attending skills, for instance, nodding and maintaining eye contact with the client (Dickson & Midwinter, 2015, pg. 27-28). Through unconditional positive regard, I validated the clients' experiences by not being judgemental and validating their feelings. I was confident in my summarising at the end of the session. During this, I acknowledged all of the client's concerns at the beginning of the session, demonstrating that I had actively listened. To bring this back into focus, I confirmed the action plan that the client had agreed on and how they could move forward. Once I had finished summarising, I did a final check-in with the client to ensure they were happy with the session and what I had summarised. 
	There are also areas for development. For example, I began the session very anxious, nervous and overthinking. It could have impacted the therapeutic relationship and made the client nervous too. From my anxiety being present, I am aware that I repeated specific phrases quite often throughout the session. For example, “Kind of”, “um”, and “okay”. Contracting covered all areas of information the client might have needed; it appeared to be lengthy and could have left the client feeling discouraged before the session began. Having observers in the room added additional pressure. However, it was invaluable to get feedback from them on the skills I used or areas that I could have done better. Throughout the recording, the conversation seemed to flow naturally and engaged the client. However, when reflecting, there are moments when I could have just let there be silence for the client to process their thoughts and feelings.
The British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP] outlines professional competencies, highlighting self-awareness's significance in the therapeutic relationship (Wright, 2018). The ethical framework identifies embedded counselling skills and highlights the importance of continually renewing ethical competencies to ensure we continue to adhere to ethical principles ( BACP, 2013, as cited in Dickson & Midwinter, 2015, pg 36). This is achieved through contracting with the client, which can be revisited at any time. Contracting is outlined in the counselling skills competence framework as the ability to set professional boundaries within the counselling setting (British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy, 2020). Contracting was a skill I successfully achieved, but I identified that it was pretty long. I included essential information regarding ethical competencies, confidentiality, supervision, and acknowledgement of the observers. Grounding Theory outlines the necessary skills and techniques to be ethical for the client. Self-awareness, listening skills, and collaboration create a working alliance (Luca et al., 2022).
Core skills are essential to facilitate and enhance the therapeutic relationship. Creating a warm and empathetic relationship increases the counselling alliance-building skills (Wampold, 2007, as cited in Lundh, 2019, pg. 401). I showed the client empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard during the recording. It allowed me to be genuine with the client (Rogers, 1966, as cited in Lundh, 2019, pg. 403). Demonstrating unconditional positive regard is essential because a judgemental attitude would hinder the therapeutic alliance. It allows the client to feel that they can freely express their emotions (McLeod & McLeod, 2011). While the client was talking, I displayed unconditional positive regard by making verbal acknowledgements and non-verbal communication through eye contact, nodding, and paraphrasing what the client said. Positive and non-verbal communication are significant components of the relational skills model (Dickson & Midwinter, 2015). Summarising was a core skill I felt went well but acknowledging all of the client's thoughts and feelings while still focusing on the action plan to begin moving forward.
According to Rollnick and Miller, motivational interviewing facilitates decision-making by the client (1980s, as cited in McLeod & McLeod, 2011, pg 225). The client is committed to changing their behaviour, which links to Rogerian and person-centred therapy (Westra & Aviram, 2013). It allows the therapist to track what the client brings to the session and then negotiate with the client on what they will focus on. Focusing is used to narrow down what the client brings to the session to establish a way forward, making it realistic and achievable (Dickson & Midwinter, 2015, pg 100). Four essential skills are utilised through motivational interviewing: empathy, developing discrepancy, acceptance or rolling resistance, and client autonomy, letting the client know they are heard and understood without changing the subject (BACP, 2020). Empathy promotes autonomy for the client, empowering them to explore conflicting feelings and want change. Core skills to enhance motivational interviewing to support the client when they are unsure how change can be achieved but begin to embrace the idea of change. Rolling with resistance is the ability to get the client to foster and engage with change. Various changes were explored and elaborated with the client through the process of change talk (Westra & Aviram, 2013). Initially, the client was unsure how the situation could change by explaining that time just the two of them often led to further disagreements. This discrepancy was further developed with the client engaging with the partner on activities that they enjoy together. However, the client identified that the initial stress of it being just the two of them would still remain. Change talk continued allowing the client to identify the idea of going out as part of a small group instead to reduce the chance of tension, establishing a safe setting for all parties. These core skills allowed me to be flexible and adapt to the discussion of changes that the client explored. The client is the expert on themselves.
Rowan and Jacobs (2003, cited in Bager-Charleson, 2010, pg. 74) argued that theoretical frameworks hold various stances towards reality and the client. The therapist is in an authentic position with the client to establish a therapeutic relationship, allowing personal growth. I should have entered the session without memory and desire at the beginning. However, I was experiencing social anxiety, which influenced my self-confidence. Improving control over anxiety can increase acceptance and improve attentional control (Beaudreau et al., 2020). A study by Hjeltnes et al. (2019) concluded that mindfulness-based stress reduction [MBSR] effectively reduced social anxiety. By allowing myself time to access MBSR and acknowledge my self-compassion, negative emotions, and self-criticism, I would have been appropriately prepared to be in the therapeutic relationship. Having observers in the recording added additional pressure as I felt they would judge and criticise me if I did anything wrong. As stated by Iancu et al. (2014), a person who experiences social anxiety disorder [SAD] focuses on the views of others and believes that their feedback will be to criticise. The competence framework states the significance of using counselling skills to increase self-awareness to ensure that personal feelings do not hinder the therapeutic process (BACP, 2020). Mindfulness increases awareness of being fully present at that moment. Allowing the experience of thoughts, emotions, and physical sensations, and consequently becoming self-accepting (Bishop et al., 2004, as cited in Hoge et al., 2015, pg. 228). According to Kabat-Zinn, mindfulness is essential to adapt the psychological process and create effective stress reduction and self-regulation (2003, as cited in Li & Bressington, 2019, pg 636). MBSR has been proven to reduce negative mood states (Hofmann et al. 2010, as cited in Li & Bressington, 2019, pg. 636).
I could have first regulated my emotional state before entering the room with the client. Feeling anxious and nervous could have impacted the client negatively and reduced trust. I learned that reducing the level of trust disrupts the working alliance. The client may feel that the counsellor is not dependable, is absent from the session, and is incongruent (McLeod & McLeod, 2011, pg. 133). In the future, I would respond differently by taking a few moments to enter the room in a calmer state by allowing myself to feel my emotions, acknowledge them, and process them so that I could focus solely on the client. I would continue utilising motivational interviewing because it encourages clients to explore opportunities to change themselves. At the same time, I nurtured the environment to facilitate the freedom to explore various changes.
It is essential to continue developing my transferrable and professional skills. Transferrable skills are necessary alongside academic achievements. These skills demonstrate to employers that you show professionalism, are flexible, can work as part of a team, work ethically and responsibly, are willing to expand your knowledge through problem-solving, and demonstrate leadership and responsibility. The social context of experiential learning can significantly improve transferrable skill development (Collins-Nelsen et al., 2022). I can achieve this through participating in more practice scenarios, observing real counselling situations, and asking for additional support during my counselling skills sessions. It will develop my confidence and skills when working with clients, establishing awareness of how personal thoughts and experiences can impact the client unconsciously. I will continue to apply these skills to the real-world situation by volunteering with HomeStart Cymru (HomeStart Cymru, 2022). Through being a volunteer, I will attend regular training and develop transferrable skills, for example, displaying compassion, being open-minded, and empowering the families to increase their confidence through support. These skills will be utilised by offering families and young children emotional and practical confidential support. Exploring different counselling modalities will develop my knowledge of skills and approaches further. Specific counselling modalities are suited more for particular challenges and disorders. Expanding my understanding of various modalities will give me the information needed to provide clients with the most appropriate approach for their needs.
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