Deborah Norman

Using your chosen recording of a recent triad session, critically reflect on your use of the foundation skills of counselling

The following reflection is from a session I did with a fellow student in Triad Group 3 on the 8th March.  For the purposes of this reflection I will refer to my fellow student as the client for confidentiality reasons. This was the third and final session in which we continued to discuss the same issue over the course of the three sessions.  This final session was 26mins and 33sec long.
As stated in Rebecca Midwinter’s book (Midwinter. R and Dickson. J, 2015) there are various elements to be looked up when setting up the relationship.  One of these elements is setting the climate. Although this is slightly more difficult on Teams as you are not in the same room and you have limited visibility, my room appears quite dark and sombre.  For future sessions I would say a well lit room and a well thought out background can create a brighter more positive environment. Another element is attending and listening skills.  In this session I was feeling particularly tired and I think this came across from the beginning of the session.  I don’t feel I came across fully engaged and present.  My speech was a bit slow as I was struggling to focus on what I was saying and my non verbal communication was also lacking.  Although it is difficult on Teams as you do not see someone’s full body language, I could have used more facial expressions to encourage the client and show empathy.  On the positive side, even though I was tired, I was very calm and had a soothing tone of voice which I felt made the client more at ease.  I was also fairly relaxed and maintained good eye contact, which are two of the attending skills discussed by Egan and summarised in the acronym SOLER (Midwinter. R & Dickson. J, 2015).  There were several barriers present in this session, the tiredness was definitely a barrier to active listening.  This meant I struggled more to think of what I was going to say to the client as well as how attentive I was to key words.  Another one was the language barrier as I felt the client didn’t always understand the point I was making and it was harder for the client to express themselves in English.  The last barrier which I was aware of was the cultural barrier.  I felt I needed to be conscious of the cultural differences to avoid upsetting the client during the session.
The first part of the session started with the contract.  As stated in (Sills. C, 2006) a contract in counselling and psychotherapy, is the agreement between practitioner and client about their work together; the mutual undertaking to enter into a therapeutic relationship. I felt I did a good contract covering the key points.  I informed the client that this was the last session and how long it was going to be.  I covered the very important information in relation to confidentiality and recapped what we had discussed previously.  The one thing I felt I could have added was perhaps asking the client if there was anything they would like to add to the contract. This was the third session so maybe this is not so vital at this point but I think it’s probably important to give the client an opportunity to add anything they might have thought of in between sessions.  During the contract discussion the client was moving around quite a lot which was quite distracting and I was not sure if he was hearing everything I was saying.  Maybe in future I could ask if they are comfortable and ready to start to avoid this.  
The next part of my reflection will look at how well I developed the relationship.  For this I will look at the presence and communication of the core conditions, paraphrasing, reflecting feelings, summarising, the use of silences and questions (Midwinter. R & Dickson. J, 2015).  At the beginning of the session the client started to discuss his contradicting feelings and used a bridge as a metaphor. Looking back now I could have picked up on the metaphor and asked him to elaborate.  I was a bit confused about the metaphor and wonder if this is to do with the language barrier.  A bridge to me would mean a link between two points whereas I think the client was referring to a barrier. Instead I paraphrased by using a comparison between the physical and emotional distance which worked well to clarify my understanding of what he was saying.  This is how I visualised what the client was saying. I finished off my paraphrasing by using a good open question then to check I had understood him correctly.  The analogy could have been completely wrong so by asking the question I was allowing the client to correct me or explain further.  The result was the client describing further the type of loneliness he was feeling.  What I didn’t pick up on was his body language.  Although I did notice his body language I didn’t bring up what I saw.  I was so busy concentrating on what he was saying and trying to process what I would say next, I didn’t discuss his body language.  In retrospect I need to consider whether at this point in the session it would have been helpful or not.   I’m not sure if it would have helped the discussion but it is an important aspect to consider.  After he described the type of loneliness he was feeling I again paraphrased to show understanding of what he was saying.  This showed the client I was actively listening by confirming in my own words what he was trying to say.  I think at this point I was looking a little less tired and more present in the session.
After the next discussion from the client (6.34mins) I paused before speaking as the client seemed quite frustrated and I wanted to give him a moment to breathe.  I felt this was a good use of silence and I followed it up by reflecting back his feelings.  I talked about his feelings of loss and confirmed what had been discussed in a previous session that he was not feeling guilt.  I was struggling to get to the bottom of his feelings, as I felt there was a sense of guilt there, but this encouraged the client to explain further.  The client admitted to feeling guilt sometimes but I think what I really missed was his feeling of frustration with himself.  I paused slightly at (8.15mins) as the client seemed to be getting a bit worked up and I wanted to give him a moment to calm himself.  I then asked the client if he felt he was grieving.  After struggling to get to the bottom of the clients feelings this felt like the right question to ask.  I was worried it could be a slightly leading question but felt it was a good one to explore his feelings further.  As I suspected the client hadn’t thought of this possibility, so I explained further to allow him to consider this new element.  I did slightly interrupt the client at this point instead of letting him finish, this is something going forward I should be more careful of.  I tried to show the client that grief isn’t something that should be dismissed.  He seemed so frustrated with his feelings and desperately wanted the situation resolved but if he was grieving the loss of a good friendship I wanted him to understand that the grieving process can’t be dismissed.  His instant reaction was how long it was going to take but there is no timeline for grief.  Looking back now, his instant reaction to the timeline and his desperate need for a quick fix is probably something I should have explored further.    
The client went on to discuss what moving forward would mean for him.  There are some key words he used that I feel I should have picked up on, such as his fear of moving forward.  He also mentioned the bridge as an obstacle. Again because of the language barrier I think he’s using slightly the wrong analogy, but this was the second time he had brought up this analogy and it would have been a good one to discuss further.  There was quite a lot for me to pick up on including his body language, he was shrugging his shoulders and rubbing his head, two contradicting gestures.  I did pick up on his stress and the conflict in his emotions though.  This was another good example of reflecting back his feelings but I feel I should have been focusing more on the fear, the bridge and the dismissive gesture (the shrugging).  There were moments in this session where I was struggling to come up with what to say, but here he was giving me a lot to work with. I think I was a bit overwhelmed and struggling with tiredness so not fully engaging with the client.  I focused on his stress and the battle going on in his head, but I think this was not very helpful.  I did reflect his feelings but I felt I could have focused on key words he had used. This could have helped the client concentrate on a different aspect other than his stress which I was highlighting. After this (11.18mins) there was a very effective use of silence which allowed the client to take a bit of a breather.  I followed this with the question ‘what is your overwhelming feeling as you are telling me this?’.  I felt this was a good open question and use of immediacy. Immediacy is a good in the moment reflection that focuses on what is happening in the here and now (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Unfortunately I think the language barrier prevented the client from understanding fully what I meant so the answer wasn’t really what I expected.  At (12.17) I felt there was a good use of silence, although I could have picked up on his comment of the difference between what is being said and the reality of the situation with his friends. 
The client talked about his wish to talk with someone who had experienced what he is going through.  I felt this was a really positive step forward and asked if it was something he had tried to explore.  I felt this was again a good question that wasn’t leading the client off topic.  The client was clearly keen on this idea which I could have explored further with him.  I left a silence after this but felt this time that it was not a good use of silence.  Instead of the silence I could have discussed ways for him to get in contact with an organisation that could help with this.  At this point I feel I was not moving forward well with the counselling session, I feel I was struggling to help the client. I went back to his current overwhelming feeling, so whereas the session was heading into a more positive outlook I took it back to something more negative. I feel this stalled the session slightly. The client seemed very fed up and frustrated and admitted he had so many other things going on in his life he wanted this resolved immediately.  This made me feel more anxious as he wanted a quick solution and I couldn’t give him one.  I wanted to help him come to a positive outcome but I couldn’t give him the quick fix he wanted.  He’s accepting that it’s a complex situation and it’s not possible fix it straight away, but I still had a sense that he wanted something I couldn’t give.  He talks about a bridge of silence between him and his friends.  I’m wondering if this is a direct translation of a saying they use in his country.  Again he’s referencing the bridge and I’m not picking up on it.  Instead I used silence again to allow reflection (16.25mins).  I talked about time being a great healer when he had already discussed how time was the issue.  I had a feeling I made the client feel worse at this point as he got quite emotional.  I am conflicted as to whether making him face the time issue was right or wrong.  I was very aware that time was what he needed to heal but that was not what he wanted to hear.  At this point I was not showing good active listening, I had missed a lot of cues and the client was getting very emotional.  I did pick up on the client’s non verbal communication which was how emotional he was getting.  I gave him some time to process his emotion and felt this was a good use of silence and immediacy as I was taking on board his distress.  
After a fairly long silence the client says ‘I don’t know really, I would like to try and find out how’. I was slightly confused by his comment so used a question to explore further.  I felt this was a good question to use as it was open but clarifying points that had been discussed.  I feel there was a slight battle going on here between the client wanting to be told what to do and me trying to get him to process his feelings and come up with his own solutions.  This made me feel guilty that I wasn’t helping him enough, even though I knew that telling someone what to do isn’t the right thing to do in counselling.  He admitted he wanted someone to advocate for him and tell his friends that nothing had changed.  I felt this was a bit of a breakthrough as he was saying what he would like to happen which I then could have looked into more.  The client mentioned several times in the sessions that he had not experienced anything like this before.  Initially I thought he was talking about experiencing having to flee his country and come here as a refugee, which I thought was a slightly strange thing to say considering it is not an everyday situation.  But listening to him at this point in the session I began to realise he was talking more about the emotion not the experience.  I found it difficult to think of what to say after this as I was struggling to process this in my mind.  He mentioned a lot of emotions at this point but I felt it was not the right moment to delve deeper or reflect back so I focused on what I saw in his facial expressions and how different it was to previous sessions.  The client mentioned that he felt he could be the problem and this is something I could have explored further. Instead I felt it appropriate to reassure the client and tell him that you can’t control other people’s feelings or what they said and did.  He was so desperate for them to see how badly he wanted to have that connection back, and looking back now I think it would have been more helpful for me to explore why he felt they needed to see how he was feeling. Even though he thought this might fix everything it probably wouldn’t change anything.  
The client went on to discuss how he tried asking family members and another friend about how he was feeling and still he was told there was nothing wrong.  But in discussing how maybe he could be the crazy one he started to laugh.  I feel he was trying to add humour to the whole situation so I laughed with him.  This is another element I could have explored but I felt that we were coming to the end of the session and it would be better to leave on a lighter note.  I reassured the client that nobody can tell him what to feel then the session had come to an end.  I felt I started to give a good conclusion to the session but I could have elaborated more by summarising more of the key points.
I felt this session could have gone a lot better.  My tiredness was a big barrier during this session which made it harder to also deal with the language barrier.  I felt at the beginning I did some good paraphrasing but could have tried to summarise a bit more.  The rest of the session I reflected back a lot on feelings which I feel worked well in most instances but I relied on it a bit too heavily.  I also used a lot of silences which I felt was appropriate in this session allowing the client to process his feelings.  There were many opportunities for me to explore things further, summarise, maybe introduce some metaphors and pick up on some key words and phrases the client was using.  Looking back at these missed opportunities has really helped me see how I can improve going forward.  I felt it was quite a difficult session, discussing a difficult topic but a good learning experience.
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