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INTRODUCTION


This is a self-reflective report on the first twenty minutes of a fifty-minute skills’ recording. The theme which emerged during the session was the client exploring her ability to say ‘no’. To reflect on my counselling skills, I have used the Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle. I have chosen to use this method because it will allow me to reflect on my feelings from the experience and will help me identify areas of myself that need further growth. 

DESCRIPTION

On the drive to university prior to the skills’ session, I had already began to think about how I wanted to open the session. I remember thinking to myself I wanted to start with a brief introduction, then moving on to inviting the client to focus on their breathing for a minute and then to continue with their breathing whilst noticing any sensations within their body for another minute. This was the only part of the session that I had planned for. I knew I wanted the session to begin slowly and I had anticipated that the three aspects mentioned would take one minute each but the opening of the session took roughly seven minutes. Although it took longer than I had anticipated, the slow start to the session appeared to be beneficial for the ‘client’ as she transitioned into the therapeutic environment and began to relax, which is a contrast to the chaotic environment she had come from before the session. 
The skill of raising a client’s awareness is a new concept to me since beginning this course so I’d never started a session like this in the past. Although I was practising a new skill as an opening to a counselling session, the opening felt appropriate and set the tone for the rest of the session, where the client then goes on to explore her relationship with self-care and her progress with saying ‘no’ to others. Although it didn’t happen within the twenty minutes I have chosen to focus on in this reflection, later on in the session, I did feel a moment of relational depth with the client, shortly after she disclosed about her experience with domestic violence (26:30 to 27:30). The client also acknowledged this moment in a feedback sheet, describing how her ‘shoulders dropped’ and she ‘relaxed into chair’ during our connection as she explored the safety she feels in her own home nowadays in comparison to how she felt in her own home in the past. Relational depth is when the counsellor consistently experiences a high level of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard and the client acknowledges this with honesty (Mearns and Cooper, 2017). Mearns and Cooper (2017) suggest that relational depth at one moment in therapy is associated closer to a positive therapeutic outcome, as opposed to the overall therapeutic relationship. 

FEELINGS 

I felt uncomfortable beginning the session using this new skill as I felt as if the focus was on me as the ‘counsellor’ for longer than what I was used to previously. 

When I was on the counselling skills course, I would begin a session with a quick introduction, mentioning confidentiality and boundaries, and then I would feel relieved when I could ask the ‘client’ what content they wanted to bring to the space i.e. ‘it’s over to you’. Although I initially felt uncomfortable having to speak for longer than usual and not being able to jump straight into my preferred role, which is listening, I persevered with the uncomfortableness for the experience of trying this new skill and as I did the breathing with the ‘client’, I began to feel relaxed myself which is what I wanted because it allowed for my attention to be with the ‘client’ and her experience. I didn’t feel prepared for the start of the session and I felt as if I could have raised my own awareness prior to the client’s session beginning, instead of doing this in the client’s time. 

EVALUATION 

Beginning the session by raising the client’s awareness allowed me to explicitly say things to create a non-judgemental environment, whereas previously I would have relied on non-verbal body language to convey a non-judgemental approach. During the section where the client is focused on her breathing alone, I said, ‘You’re welcome to make as much noise as you need, there’s no judgement from myself. I invite you to be non-judgemental with yourself as well.’ During the next bit of the opening of the session, I say to the client, ‘I invite you now to notice any sensations in your body, again there’s no need to be judgemental of them.’ 

During my counselling journey so far, I’ve always used a non-judgemental approach during skills’ sessions and having a non-judgemental approach to people in life in general is important to me. Prior to this journey, I would have viewed myself as ‘non-judgemental’ but the more educated I become in this field, I now realise that this isn’t an accurate description and I’m starting to think perhaps I’ve just always naturally been good at ‘bracketing’.  Bracketing is a skill in phenomenological injury where the counsellor can identify her own judgements and puts them to one side, allowing for the counsellor to be open to the client in the moment (Joyce and Sills, 2018). 

I initially felt uncomfortable as I experimented with a new skill. I began the session with my focus very much on myself. I didn’t feel very confident in my ability to open a session in this way, especially as I had never heard of the term Gestalt prior to this course. I remember looking at the ‘client’ who appeared to be trusting me with this skill and thinking, ‘why is she listening to what I’m suggesting because I’m trying this skill for the first time and I haven’t got a clue what I’m doing?’ The doubt I felt quickly faded as I could sense that the client had a confidence and trust in me to do this which helped me to relax and feel more confident to continue with the skill. On reflection now, I feel intrigued by my need to have that external validation to silence my self-doubt. I’m now led to think of a time after a complex operation, where the bleeding wasn’t able to be controlled for hours, the surgeon said to me as the scrub nurse, ‘I’m lucky I had you for that case.’ Why had I not considered myself as a good scrub nurse up until this point? Could I not have viewed myself as a competent scrub nurse before that external validation? I should have and now I see the same scenario playing out as a trainee counsellor. 

ANALYSIS

Raising the client’s awareness allowed me to explicitly create a non-judgement environment for her. Why did creating this environment from the outset matter so much to me? Carl Rogers’ person-centered approach to therapy is the six conditions for clients to change, with one of these six conditions being the counsellor experiencing unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1992). The importance of unconditional positive regard in Carl Rogers’ human nature development theory is that it is needed for a person to realise their full potential, which then develops the individual’s perception of oneself (Satti and Ali, 2021). I’ve always resonated with the person-centered approach to therapy. I appreciate being able to express myself honestly without judgement which might explain my intentionality with approaching other people with a non-judgemental approach. I reflect now upon a personal development group which happened since the skills’ recording where I spoke about my feelings about my religion for ten minutes. Although no-one in the group gave any indication of being judgemental, I was still thinking, ‘I hope these people aren’t judging me right now for believing in God.’ 






CONCLUSION 

During this reflection, I have learnt a lot. I have learnt that beginning a counselling session by raising the client’s awareness appears to be beneficial for the client and the aspect of this skill that resonated the most with me was that I was able to verbally contribute to a non-judgemental environment. I have learnt that non-judgemental environments are important to me on a personal level to be able to express honestly about my feelings, thoughts and opinions which is a new awareness for me as I used to think that other people’s opinions of me didn’t matter particularly. 

I have learnt that I can’t describe myself as ‘non-judgemental’ anymore but I will continue to use bracketing as a counselling skill and a skill in life outside of the therapeutic environment as I want to continue being a trainee counsellor/ person who makes others feel comfortable in my presence. This leads me to reflect on a peer’s feedback during a practice skills’ session – ‘I think Sian’s good at making other people feel comfortable.’ This is something I have always done but as I grow older, I am trying to be more intentional with focusing on making myself feel comfortable and less on making others feel comfortable, which is still a very much work-in-progress concept. 



ACTION PLAN 

Now that I have begun to learn about the new skills, raising a client’s awareness and bracketing, I will continue to practise these skills in skills’ sessions. I hope to grow in confidence with these skills as the journey progresses. The next time I open the counselling session in this manner, I will raise my own awareness prior to the start of the client’s session so my focus is with my client from the very start, instead of the shift in focus from myself onto the client which happened about a couple of minutes into the fifty-minute recording. From a personal development perspective, I will continue to strive towards being a person who doesn’t need external validation to silence my self-doubts, although still accepting that I am at the start of this journey for now. 
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