A 2000-word reflective commentary on your counselling skills as observed within your video recording.

To conclude the practical skills assessment, I shall be using Gibbs’ (1988) model of reflection to reflect upon, analyse and critique my use of counselling skills as shown in the video recording.
Description
	As part of a practical skills assessment to demonstrate my ability to use an array of counselling skills appropriately, I underwent an online recorded practice counselling session, where I participated in the role of a counsellor under the supervision of an observer, that being my Counselling Skills tutor. For the purpose of confidentiality, and in line with ethical guidelines set out by the British Psychological Society (2021a), for the purpose of this reflective commentary the client shall be renamed to J1. During the 20-minute session J1 spoke about the anxious traits her daughter has begun to display and how this affects her own worries regarding her parenting capabilities. J1 further expresses the difficulty of being a single mother, commenting on the strained co-parenting relationship she has with her child’s father, noting regularly that she feels “undermined” and “blamed” by him for their daughters’ poor behaviour.
Feelings
	Due to having already completed a practical assessment demonstrating my use of counselling skills last year, although still nervous and worried about making a mistake due to being aware that the assessment was being recorded, I felt more confident in my abilities and believed I knew what to expect during this session. As the session began, I noted that I felt surprisingly relaxed and calm which was most likely contributed to by extensively practising for the session and having previously adapted to demonstrating counselling skills in an online environment. I believe this is evident in how clearly I speak when reminding J1 of our contract and the overall start of the session. 
Despite this, due to my heightened awareness of being recorded I still felt restricted and apprehensive of my abilities, meaning that I was unable to act as freely as I would when alone with the client (Wilson et al., 2016). This was amplified by my timing worries and as the session progressed, I found myself panicking during silent moments which lead to me rushing the client and stumbling over words. Despite this, I was particularly proud of how I reacted to sensitive subjects mentioned by the client, offering reassurance and unconditional positive regard when J1 appeared anxious and upset when discussing how her child’s anxieties affected her due to her worries of being at fault for these issues. I was also taken aback by how abrupt the client would speak at times, but believe I managed to mask this through the use of appropriate facial expressions (Peluso & Freund, 2018) so as not to appear to judge J1 and remained calm and collected in these situations. 
Evaluation
	Reflecting on this experience, the session contains both positive and negative aspects. Throughout the session, particularly at the start, I felt that I had confidently upheld the ethical framework that all counsellors must abide by (BACP, 2021a) through outlining the length of our session and assuring J1 that everything would remain confidential unless there were concerns that she was a risk to herself or others. This assurance of confidentiality allows the client to feel safe in expressing their innermost thoughts and emotions, helping to build towards a stable therapeutic relationship in an environment which encourages openness and vulnerability (Glover, 2020). To further soften the professional barrier with the client, I also addressed J1 by her name, generating a sense of warmth and friendliness to allow her to feel at ease (Timulak & Keogh, 2017). Through demonstrating attentiveness and indicating to the client that I was there to listen to her by asking what she wished to address during the opening of the session, J1 would be more likely to feel heard and understand her thoughts are important, again encouraging her to be forthcoming with her feelings (Lavik et al, 2018).
	Aware of the benefits of SOLER (Egan, 2013), I adopted an open posture during the session, leaning forward towards the camera and aimed to engage in eye contact with J1. By following SOLER, perceived levels of attentiveness are increased, helping to portray a person-centred approach, encouraging the client to be more forthcoming. However, displaying these attributes, particularly good body language, is increasingly difficult in an online environment (Treanor, 2017) and towards the end of the session it is evident in the recording that due to stress levels, my body language became less professional, leaning back and moving my hair. Good body language is vital and poor posture and movements relating to moving hair can often be construed by the client as the counsellor lacking attentiveness, leading the client to feel neglected and unheard (Nor, 2020). By attempting to mirror J1’s facial expressions and tone of voice, I was able to demonstrate empathy (Nelson-Jones, 2015), allowing J1 to relax and to know I was providing her with my full attention. Due to not wishing to interrupt J1 to ensure she did not feel over-looked and unheard, silent body language cues, such as the nodding of my head, were also used (Huckabee, 2018). Despite silent cues often helping to create a successful foundation for the therapeutic relationship, upon looking back at the recording, it is apparent that at times, due to my facial expressions I appeared disinterested and believe that the use of more vocal cues would improve this. 
	On occasion, to display attentiveness and allow the client to feel heard and listened to, I acknowledged how J1 had mentioned similar issues regarding her child’s anxieties in previous sessions which allowed the client to open up and delve deeper into why this scenario affects her so much. Also, by using minimal encouragers such as repeating and restating words, such as “undermined” and “blame”, I was able to encourage J1’s speech, whilst displaying my interest (Postings, 2021). This enabled me to identify a deep routed problem that J1 struggles with and through the use of a psychotherapeutic technique called the Empty Chair (Staemmler, 2018), I was able to provide J1 with an opportunity to confidently express how she felt regarding the situation without the fear of being dismissed and unheard. It was important that as the counsellor I displayed empathy during this time (Kaluzeviciute, 2020), offering J1 my support and reassurance when she struggled to begin due to her heightened levels of emotions, with the use silent moments to allow her to collect herself and feel comfortable.
Analysis
	There are numerous reasons for why the session played out how it did. Firstly, despite partaking in an online session previously, I still experienced a degree of nervousness which draws attention away from client, as when there is an increased level of self-consciousness, potential interactions during social situations decrease, negatively impacting the display of empathy and attentiveness towards the client (Wilson, 2016). Also, compared to in-person sessions, online sessions often appear more formal creating a less relaxed environment for both the counsellor and client (Geller, 2020). Whilst this can be counteracted through demonstrating non-verbal active listening skills such as SOLER (Egan, 2013), I believe it was increasingly difficult to achieve all aspects of this to a high standard online. These non-verbal techniques offer a way for the counsellor to portray to the client that they are actively listening. Although I believe I successfully managed this through mirroring the client’s behaviours, maintaining an open posture, and using eye contact, due to the pandemic resulting in the need for the session to take place online, I found it difficult to display appropriate body language due to the camera only displaying the body from the shoulders upwards (Almathami et al., 2020).
	With skills such as mirroring used to help ease the client’s nerves, further helping them to relax and break down the formal therapy wall (Nelson-Jones, 2015), I was conscious to mirror J1 when she talked about different topics, smiling when she smiled and using a soft tone of voice as she did when discussing her daughter. By accurately demonstrating these skills, clients are more likely to have trust in their counsellor’s abilities and feel more connected to them, resulting in a deeper understanding and increased openness (Greenberg, 2014). Despite this, due to being aware of the need for good time management skills I often got distracted when checking the timer which led to reduced eye contact and inappropriate facial expressions. This could have been construed by J1 as me being disinterested, resulting in her remaining abrupt at times, struggling to disclose further as the perceived lack of empathy and understanding would have negatively impacted upon the therapeutic relationship. When noticing this taking place, to rectify this and to help improve the therapeutic relationship, I began to use one-word questions, also known as restating (Nor, 2020).
	Used to enable a client to further express their thoughts and emotions, the use of restating singular words helps to improve the therapeutic alliance as it shows attentiveness and interest in the client, allowing a deeper level of openness (Phillip et al., 2020). By restating comments such as “blamed”, along with the use of silence to allow J1 the time to reflect upon what she meant, I was able to establish that J1 felt that her child’s father placed blame onto her for their child’s behaviour and often upset her with how he spoke. This observation of select words and use of silence enabled me as the therapist to portray values such as empathy and genuineness, helping to put the client at ease, improving the therapeutic relationship and providing the opportunity to use the Empty Chair technique to further explore J1’s feelings in a safe manner, leaving her feel understood and heard in a safe environment (Passmore & Sinclair, 2020).
To clarify problems for both the client and therapist, it is important to use paraphrasing and summarising kills to condense the main points made by the client (Tan, 2016). This is particularly true towards the end of the session as how the client feels when they leave the session can have a profound effect on their overall experience (Thell & Perakyla, 2018). By using these skills at this stage, I was able to portray to the client that I had been actively listening throughout the session, allowing them to feel heard and understood, whilst also providing them with an opportunity to correct me if I had misunderstood a situation. Each of these skills demonstrated by myself in the session, as shown in the recording, enabled me to create a therapeutic alliance with J1 which is essential for a client’s progress, helping to achieve successful outcomes in therapy (Cuijpers et al., 2019). 
Conclusion
	Reflecting back on the session, I understand now how my nerves gradually increased and affected my performance the longer it went on. Although this is common, it meant that the more I worried about time and silent moments, the more I neglected the client, leaving them feeling ignored and overlooked (Wilson, 2016). The poor body language displayed, particularly towards the end of the session, needs to be improved as this can be detrimental regarding how the client perceives me, damaging the therapeutic relationship and harmful in the client’s improvement (Regula, 2020). Whilst aspects of my use of SOLER need improvement, I believe that my range of counselling skills has improved overall, in particular my use of restating words. Previously I would restate too often, leading to the client feeling interrupted, and not understanding the value of silent moments within counselling sessions. This recording has highlighted to me how I have improved in these areas and enabled me to expand in my use of skills, allowing me to attempt further skills such as the Empty Chair technique (Passmore & Sinclair, 2020). Whilst aspects such as SOLER were difficult to correctly portray online, with continued practice in these areas, I feel confident in my ability to undertake a successful session in the future. 
Action Plan
	In the future I believe it will be beneficial for me to undergo meditation before completing a session as this will allow me to start with a clear mind, calming my nerves and allowing me to give full focus to my client, benefiting the therapeutic relationship (Sundquist, 2018). With the current pandemic highlighting the importance of online counselling sessions (ACTO, 2021; BACP, 2021b), it is important to continue to practice and partake in training courses across a range of settings, particularly those which will help me improve body language within online settings. However, as I have only experienced online sessions, I am apprehensive in my ability to undertake an in-person real-life session. As therapist training currently only involves triad work which limits the experience of real-life situations (Smith, 2016), it would be beneficial for me to discuss these concerns with my tutor and continue to practice the most effective methods for displaying core qualities such as genuineness, empathy and unconditional positive regard, as well as skills such as SOLER (Tolan & Cameron, 2016) By further interacting with academic journals and books, I will also be able to expand upon my knowledge and gain further understanding on the importance of why non-verbal skills are important, improving on my ability to undertake future sessions successfully.
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