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Critically reflect on your own values and beliefs and consider how they may be at odds with a professional code of Counselling Practice (such as the BACP Ethical Framework)

















Introduction    

This essay will discuss my understanding of reflective practice which is initially underpinned by the work of Schon (1987).  His work on defining reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action as separate processes support the learning journey for Counselling Skills training.   
 
A critical reflection is undertaken of my values and beliefs system which, among others, include respect and unconditional positive regard; and how these practices apply in my own study / practice. To all intents and purposes, I agree with the BACP Ethical Framework (2018) but will delve into scenarios where things may not be clear cut in practice.
 
I will discuss a reflective writing process which I use for examining my values and beliefs, acknowledging where issues relating to my upbringing may affect my judgement.  Wareing’s (2017) Me, My, More, Must: a values-based model of reflection is selected for its helpful questioning technique, along with attention to Bradbury et al (2010) six ‘C’s of:  Compassion, Caring, Communication, Competence, Courage and Commitment.  These values resonate deeply with me. I feel they are entirely appropriate for a Counselling situation.  As such, it lends itself to inspired reflective writing opportunities elaborating on the work of Schon (1987). 
 
Another model of interest is the PCS Model Thompson (2016) with a focus on Personal, Cultural and Structural aspects involved in values and ethics.  I will argue that this model complements the inward focus of Wareing (2017) and Schon (1987) reflective processes by widening the considerations of factors affecting clients and their differing backgrounds, potential values and perspectives, highlighting the ‘power dynamic’ which is present in counselling settings.

 Reference will be made to the BACP Ethical Framework (2018), drawing attention to areas where my values may be at odds with this professional code of practice.  Notably regarding an example concerning urgent, necessary medical interventions which contrast with a client’s beliefs or wishes.  This will be explored and discussed with a view to identifying appropriate steps to take ensuring safe practice for the client, whom is of primary importance.

I will offer an example of how I revisited an experience where my values were tested in a professional capacity.  Using a structure by Knott and Scragg (2011), I examined the three stages of Reflection, Analysis and Action to critically reflect.

Finally, limitations of the model are outlined, countered with the relevant strengths which support practice.  Concluding remarks draw on my reflected experience during the Graduate Certificate in Counselling Skills programme.
 
 
 





Reflective Practice  
 
My personal understanding of reflective practice is an all-encompassing way of approaching professional life; its wholeness exuding into my personal life too, resulting in a more authentic way of being.   Reflective practice involves thorough, deep and honest personal explorations. 

I have found the reflective process very revealing, rewarding and enlightening.  It has taken commitment and passion to get to the very root of things, deep within the core of my being, unexplored to a great extent prior to this experience.  The result of which rings true from Brookfield’s (2009) observation when he refers to reflective practice a ‘reflexive habit’ which becomes ‘second nature’.   To use appropriate values and to strive for continuous learning and improvement is fundamental to becoming a professional.  Using strong moral values throughout every aspect of life demonstrates integrity. 
 
In his work, Schon (1987), described professional practice as coming from ‘Swampy Lowlands’.  By this he suggests practitioners’ practice from a place where it is impossible to see all the possible paths or knowledge ahead, for example, that would be helpful in that moment.  I liken this process to grappling in the dark, which Schon (1987) explains as uncertainty which allows for learning from mistakes by not having a set path to follow.  The downside of this approach caused me to feel daunted by lack of understood structure as a beginner.  He goes on to propose two ways of approaching reflective practice: Reflection-in-action enabling practitioners to draw upon skills and experience when needed at the appropriate time instantaneously.  The greater experience accrued, the more resources to draw upon; and Reflection-on-action, which is the reflection undertaken post event.  This is a highly beneficial process allowing for a full review of what took place.  There is a lot more time available to reflect more deeply on what happened and consider the perspectives from others and the impact of our actions / what could work better in future sessions. 

In my practice as a student on the Graduate Certificate in Counselling Skills Course, I felt very out of my depth at the beginning of our Skills Practice work, having no set path to follow, or real idea about what best practice looks like or feels like to undertake.  I felt very uncertain about my ability to undertake the work to a satisfactory level, and worried that I would work safely with my peers whom I would be ‘counselling’.  At the outset of a session, it feels like it could go in many directions, and I have no idea what to expect.  However, on completion of the 10 weeks, the process now feels very different.  I am far more comfortable at the outset of the session; I now have some experience in holding the space for a client and understand my attending skills are at a good level and I have more resources to draw from.  Whilst I am aware there is much to learn, I am no longer daunted by it, but excited instead about the enormous potential for meaningful learning.  
 
After each class, I came back to Schon (1987) reflecting-on-action in my personal journal to eke out the maximum learning potential from my practice sessions.  I have been at times brutally honest with myself (sometimes, too much so).  In this process each session builds on the last.  I learned to take out my unhelpful expectation of trying to do things ‘perfectly’, instead focusing on congruence and skills practice.  Generally, I find it easy to allow the inner critic to harshly delve into things that didn’t go as well as I’d hoped.  To counter this tendency, Ghaye (2011) emphasizes the importance of looking at positive action.  Focusing on specific structure(s) has enabled me to appreciate all my best practice skills and experience too, thus supporting a balance for optimum reflexive activities and personal growth. 
 
I have been able to understand what things have gone well and are worth revisiting.  I reflected on the feedback received from my triad peers and tutor.  A surprising thing I learned is how kind and supportive constructive feedback has been.  It taught me to be more respectful with myself as well as others whilst we progress through this learning journey. 
 
Putting the theory into practice: Learning how to sit and just listen and not say anything initially was incredibly hard, much more so than I would have predicted beforehand.   
 
Using the Schon (1987) reflection-in-action process at the outset felt like being thrown into the deep end of a swimming pool.  Whilst understanding the theoretical concept behind it, sitting in a triad wondering what I was going to say, if I was going to be good enough etc. was challenging at first.  The process felt ‘clunky’.  I learned to trust in the skills themselves e.g. paraphrasing, reflecting back and so on.  I was astonished to see how validated and heard my peers felt just by my being fully present and using good attending skills.  Practice of paraphrasing and repeating back key words allowed for a greater opening-up from the ‘client’, and, although I had reservations due to its apparent simplicity, Trust was earned as a result.  This is a massively positive learning experience. 
 
My own values and beliefs resonate with those set out in the BACP Ethical Framework (2018).  One of the paramount values is that of respect.  The learning journey outlined above, demonstrated to me how vital self-respect is also.  I had not considered this prior.
 
Copley (2011) emphasizes the need to challenge assumptions by undertaking reflection-on-action to ensure practice is based on correct values, for example, those in alignment with a professional code of conduct as opposed to the unthinking approach of the masses i.e., popular opinion amongst colleagues.  

I relate to this notion, as I work in a competitive and sometimes status-focused establishment. In my work as a Librarian and Line Manager, I value equal opportunity and empowerment for everyone in my Team.  I have been in a situation where a senior manager has asked me to censor my own work and play down the value of others' work which would allow that manager to take credit for the ideas / work done for her own personal gain.   Being placed in a scenario requiring me to remain silent and compliant was at odds with my values of respecting others.   I refused to do this, instead persuading the senior manager to showcase the talents of others’ hence allowing her to have even more kudos as a supportive manager leading a creative, successful team which she oversees.  Everyone wins. I found that a far more satisfactory outcome for all concerned from my perspective given my belief in demonstrating unconditional positive regard towards all my colleagues. 
 
In critique of my dealing of this situation: I sought to challenge my assumptions and motives using the stages of Knott and Scragg (2011).  Firstly, I noticed my reaction to the dilemma initially involved feeling offended.  This suggests my underlying values or beliefs acknowledge a power dynamic here.  It brought up anger and a sense of injustice on behalf of what I would deem to be the ‘underdog’.   This led me to question what is actually happening in this instance.  I made the assumption that the senior manager wanted to hold people back, or that she felt we were less important in some way.  I did not stop to thoughtfully consider her perspective.   Had I done so, I would have acted differently.  I could have asked her what was going on for her, how she was feeling at that moment.  It would have been appropriate for me to find out if she was feeling under pressure from her Head of Department and to understand the bigger picture of what led up to this situation.   If this happened again, I would take time to have a positive discussion and actively listen to the other person’s concerns and offer genuine assistance if appropriate.  The action I would have taken is to explain my worries about the effect compliance for censorship on my colleagues (their disappointment and sense of inferiority), as in retrospect, it is clear to me this may not have crossed her mind at all.  I learned the importance in acknowledging my initial triggered feelings, and the necessity of putting them aside to have unconditional positive regard for the person in front of me, no matter what the dilemma.  This reflective exercise has made me more aware and given me more confidence to keep moving forward and improving.  

On examining my values, I identified reflective writing as a good reflective tool. I discovered via my experience on this course that I unearth much deeper and more meaningful insights from the writing process than any other medium.  I enjoy the experience, it involves sitting alone in a quiet space, having plenty of time for the process.  This is good self-care for me and getting into the zone I find it easy to excavate learning from my experiences. Best completed as soon after the event as possible whilst it remains fresh in my mind, particularly reactions from those I was working with.   Working within a triad, I identified certain issues which may trigger another, so I carefully consider before I speak, noting my body language is used appropriately to not cause any deliberate or inadvertent upset or offence.
 
A model that resonates with me to develop my reflective writing practice is the ‘Me, More, My, Must Model: a values-based model of reflection’ by Wareing (2017).  This helps me develop a reflexive approach using high levels of self-awareness.  At the outset I explore who I am, what my values are, and how these values impact on my experiences.   

The questions prompt a full exploration of who I am, how I feel, challenge me to be fully present in all my interactions, and to consider such things prior to the task of reflection in order to be most effective.  However, the learning does not end on completion of the reflective task.  It takes me further by encouraging me to consider what my next steps should be, what action I intend to take, what learning goals I need to set.  I personally feel that documenting these experiences is useful, but crucially, holding myself accountable after the situations informing future practice.  
Identifying my personal values and being with like-minded people has been a life-changing experience for me, even in such a short space of time.  I have questioned why I have certain values, and learned to dig deeper to ask myself ‘is this true?’  For example, my upbringing entailed me having to ‘play small’.  Much of my childhood and adolescence I shrank away from many things, knowing I’d be belittled if I had too much confidence.  I did not want to be ‘seen’ and it fostered imposter syndrome which I developed in adulthood.   It is remarkably liberating to examine these outdated beliefs and let them go.

I now love the writing prompt ‘What do I need in order to feel confident at work?’ Wareing (2017).  In the past, I’d have been mortified to admit feeling unconfident and it would further add to feelings of inferiority or shame to a greater or lesser degree.  As a direct result of the reflection activities and group learning, I am re-energised and bursting at the seams with enthusiasm to explore a myriad of ways I can develop my competence.  I understand this is a lifelong commitment with purpose and passion unfolding.  I am much happier and confident within myself.  


Strengths of Wareing (2017) model include:

· The aim of the Model itself: linking values-based practice to reflection to develop authentic practitioners.
· The 6 ‘C’s of Compassion, Caring, Communication, Competence, Courage and Commitment.  Highly relevant to Counselling work and lends itself well to a person-centered approach.  These values can also be used to balance differently held perspectives hence facilitating best practice for shared understanding and better communication, not only just between practitioner and client, but also between colleagues and inter-disciplinary networks.
· Emphasis on reflection to include both regard for and understanding of the practitioners’ own values, and critically, how they impact on others.  The model was designed to avoid the ‘non-thinking’ approach therefore requirement is for thinking in a focused, 360˚, competent way as opposed to ‘just reflecting’.  Tangible improvements can be planned via the identification of actions to be taken next.  The responsibility rests with the practitioner to act accordingly.  Wareing (2017)


Limitations of the Wareing (2017) Model:

· The Model originally emerged as a result of a disaster.  It was not designed specifically for Counselling best practice, but from learning lessons from prior incidents.  Many of these can inform the basis of learning in our profession.
· It is designed primarily for practitioners within the field of Health and Social Care.  However, a link to the NHS Value of doing no harm is appropriate.  Questions need to be tailored to fit my situation.
· It makes reference to next ‘Y’ generation suggesting many younger people have ‘narcissistic’ qualities.  It doesn’t necessarily apply to everyone of that suggested cohort or to the wider practitioner community.  It implies that developing use of the 6 ‘C’s maybe more difficult or ‘alien’ to them.  I am not satisfied there is enough evidence to substantiate this notion. 
· Ambiguity: many of the considerations are based on ‘what if’ scenarios not on actual practice, which may have less of an impact for reflection and learning.  
· Diversity in practice: to understand others or becoming more culturally literate is best achieved via conversations with diverse individuals and groups. This cannot be addressed sufficiently via a theoretical concept or reading of texts because own impact of values / practice remains untested in the real world. 

To complement this process, Thompson (2016) examines anti-discriminatory practice and inequality with his PCS Model: 
 
Personal: how we see people given our own stereotypes conscious 		or unconscious.  Given my own past, how do I view confident / unconfident 	young people? I’ve asked myself if I feel sorry for those who have similar 	circumstances to me.  What would I think of those who are totally confident in 	themselves?  In reality, I feel it is good to have this awareness, although 	none of that is relevant to a client, only focusing on what is going on for them.
Cultural: shared understandings, what is seen to be acceptable or unacceptable in certain cultures. I need to learn more about diverse ethnic groups.
           Structural: we live in an unequal society, where oppression often occurs. Life 	is complicated, and very difficult for many people.

Thompson’s (2016) model places the onus on professionals to be aware of the integrated levels of the PCS model and how they all weave together in a bigger picture.   It encourages us to be mindful of the fact that there are those who have power, and those who do not. 
 
Zinnbauer and Pargament (2000) demonstrate the power dynamic between counsellor and client potentially leading clients to take on the values of counsellors if communicated via the therapeutic relationship.  Thus, caution must be used by counsellors to ensure awareness of the unequal relationship, preventing harm to clients.  
 
Bond (2015) points out “Good practice that benefits clients requires an understanding of standards and ethics as the basis of earning a client’s trust” cementing the importance of professional practice to avoid unintentional transference of own values.

Further, Argyris and Schon (1974) double loop learning entails deeper penetration of long-held values and beliefs questioning what assumptions we have and why.  Understanding of these values in itself does not go far enough, we need to consider whether our perceptions need to change.  
 
The BACP Ethical Framework (2018) includes in its fundamental values “a commitment to respecting human rights and dignity, alleviating symptoms of personal distress and suffering plus appreciating the variety of human experience and culture”.  This highlights a potential conflict in my thoughts regarding my values and these highly pertinent professional values in certain scenarios. 
 For instance, I struggled with an example presented by Bond (2015, p.53) regarding a patient who did not want assistance in childbirth despite complications, resisting advice from her medical team, (her life was endangered in an earlier pregnancy).   This may challenge my values as there is a conflict for me between respecting human rights / dignity and ultimately, the safety of baby and patient, balanced with being respectful of the mother’s beliefs.  In practice, this is something I would take to supervision to ensure I adopt the best approach to work safely and respectfully with the client. 
 
Further, I recall an incident many years ago where a fellow pupil in my school became very unwell.  His parents are Jehova’s witnesses and as such refused to consent to a blood transfusion for their child.  I remember feeling very upset about this although I was young at the time. Fortunately, the child recovered.  However, the experience has stayed with me.  Moving into potential professional practice in the future, I may encounter a similar scenario.  I am aware that this may trigger some mixed feelings within me, therefore challenging me to consider potential issues of bias.  

On a practical level, I know the law has changed, with sensitive measures in place for children under / over 12 years of age.  A question posed by Corey, Schneider Corey and Callanan (2007) regarding consideration of the impact of values on professional work.  They asked can an individual be completely neutral or not?  We may say the correct things and listen actively in a situation, even if a client is talking about things that are against our values but does that mean my perspective would still be neutral as I’d hope?  I would also need to speak about this in supervision to explore how this would pan out in practice.  

My commitment to professional values along with supervision will guide me appropriately. On an intellectual level I think this is relatively easy, however, I am mindful of the use of body language which could inadvertently send the wrong message to the client.   I can explore my feelings around this using the Wareing (2017) Model in advance and make an informed decision of how I would deal with such matters in real life, guided also by the BACP Ethical Framework and supervision.
 
Schon (1983) alluded to the necessity of experienced practitioners guarding against ‘automatic pilot’ operations in therapeutic practice, preventing bad habits taking hold and/or complacency setting in.  Thus:

	The guiding compass remains the psychotherapist’s obligation to create and 	protect the integrity of the psychotherapeutic space to provide…the freedom 	to identify, examine, explore, and hopefully resolve the issues that bring one 	to treatment.  Ascherman & Rubin (2008, p.35) 


Considerations		
	
Reflection requires optimum conditions.   To enter into these processes ‘cold’ is limiting.   Some models omit a recommendation to warm up the thinking process as a precursor.  In my experience, following the advice of Bolton and Delderfield (2018) to undertake a six-minute free writing exercise prior to the reflective work limbers up my mind for far more creative and far-reaching insights, by-passing the logical side of my brain.     These processes are time-consuming nature in nature.  On balance, I believe the strengths outweigh the time cost in terms of maintaining professional integrity.

Models cannot predict what values or beliefs clients bring to the therapy situation.  There may be moral or other conflicts presented to the practitioner, which need to be thought through in advance.  Models do not teach how to sensitively and appropriately navigate around issues pertaining to vulnerable people or cultural differences.   These tools make an assumption that all practitioners are aligned with a professional code of conduct.  There are variances of their experience and efficacy levels.    
 












Conclusion 
 
This essay has examined the nature of reflective practice and considered some examples from personal experience including a critique on my own reflective practice.   

Insight from a range of theories have suggested opportunities for best practice in consideration of the impact of my values on work with clients.  Schon (1974) reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action have allowed me to understand the nature of reflective practice and to capture my thoughts as I go through my development journey.

Wareing (2017): the personally relatable 6 ‘C’s values of Compassion, Caring, Communication, Courage and Commitment coupled with a questioning technique allows for exploration of potential dilemmas in advance, providing a chance to think through what my actions would be in a given situation.  I identified two situations where my values may not be in alignment with that of a client.  Thus, giving me the opportunity explore my perceptions more deeply, to ask are they still relevant to me? Followed by the knowing that I will seek out further advice from more experienced colleagues in order to practice safely.

I have only just begun using some Models to assist me in working through experiences both gained and anticipated.  I have learned to challenge my assumptions, how strongly underlying values and beliefs can come to the surface when least expected.  Following the three-step process outlined in Knott and Scragg (2011) of Reflection, Analysis and Action keeps me focused.
 
I have great respect for the BACP Ethical Framework (2018) but acknowledge that frameworks do not cover ever eventuality and will evolve over time. Bond (2015).  Also, there may be constraints of an employing organisation which may affect practice in reality.

The work of Argyris and Schon (1974), Zinnbauer and Pargament (2000) and Copley (2011), highlight the importance of challenging my own values and assumptions.

I have developed an understanding of how importance the reflective process is, and as such, how time consuming these activities are. By choosing to do this in a mindful, self-care focused way supports my ongoing development.

Ultimately, counselling is a process that clients enter into voluntarily to gain some improvement to their life situations.  It’s not about me and my thoughts, it is about them and the goals / outcomes they hope for.  Professional practice is key.
In essence, all models and frameworks have good intentions but as a practitioner I take ownership for my own ethical professional practice.
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