Module ECPR7001
Practical Skills Reflective Essay

I acknowledge the use of ChatGPT (https://chatgpt.com) on 20th November 2024 to provide an essay structure guide. I used the prompt:  
1. Please provide an essay structure for a 1500 word critical reflective essay including:
· Reflect on your current foundational counselling skills
· Reflect on your development as a counsellor, identifying your personal "growing edges." 
· Critically explore how grounded you felt with your client, your ability to be present, and honestly address challenges, blocks and interruptions to authentic contact. 
· Examine your emotional contact with clients, how you make emotional contact, and your responses during the session.
· Demonstrate awareness of transference and countertransference, as well as moments of relational depth. 
· Discuss your ability to work with feelings—your own and your client's—and your capacity to stay with these emotions and “drill down” into these emotions. 
· Show knowledge and understanding of Humanistic theory throughout your work.
 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.



Introduction
For this essay, I have chosen to reflect from 1 minute 25 seconds to 21 minutes 25 seconds of the recorded skills assessment. For simplicity and flexibility, I will use the ‘What, So What & Now What’ reflective model by Rolfe et al (2001). Throughout, I have identified what has gone well and areas for development, offering direction for growth and learning. As the assessment was recorded, I felt nervous, focussing on theory and ‘performing well’ instead of being fully present for the client. I practiced foundational counselling skills, offering a safe space to support the client to be in contact with their emotions, sitting together with difficult feelings, and reflecting on the felt sense. However, further development is needed to strengthen my attunement to deepen my understanding and connection with clients. To support my journey to become an effective therapist, continued reflection is key to broaden my self-understanding and acceptance.

‘What’ & ‘So What’ Stage

Starting with a grounding exercise, I invited the client to bring awareness to their body through breathwork. I used this as an opportunity to regulate my own emotions as I needed a moment to land, bracket my own feelings and to connect with the client. I invited them to bring their awareness to bodily sensations. To support the therapeutic connection, I used humanistic skills such as mirroring, minimal encouragers and reflecting words to foster a safe environment for the client to feel accepted and to be present with their experience (Rogers, 1961).

The client became tearful; noticing their need to move and massage their limbs, I invited them to play and experiment with the juggling balls they had brought. At the time, I thought this would support the client to experiment, becoming in tune with their body. As we have worked together previously, the client felt empowered to reject the offer as it would serve as a distraction. In hindsight, I believe part of me was offering a distraction due to my own discomfort with the emotions that had come to the surface. I can be avoidant of sadness and anger; this is a growing edge, and I would benefit by exploring this further, enabling me to accept all emotions. As discussed by Greenberg & Paivio (2003) change occurs through accessing and understanding the meaning of our emotions. The invite alone distracted from the client’s process, which I became aware of and encouraged the focus back to connecting the felt sense to an emotion. Although the there is a need for me to explore my own discomforts and desire to distract, I feel that my ability to ‘reflect in action’ allowed the client to come back to the present (Schon, 1983).

Using a gentle tone of voice and eye contact, I was able to convey warmth and acceptance to the client. I noted tension in my hands and a tendency to blink a lot, indicating my own anxieties. Throughout the session I held back, thinking too much about theory and trying to do things perfectly. Nissen, L.H.A. et al. (2017) discussed the correlation between the therapist’s self-doubt and self-affiliation with positive client outcomes; emphasising the importance of journalling and personal therapy to achieve acceptance that I am good enough and perfection is not necessary. This internal driver of mine to be perfect affects making emotional contact, limiting my ability to be open, authentic and fully present. I noticed that perfectionism impacts on my confidence, causing me to appear ‘held back’ at times and not meeting the client in their energy. Through continued personal therapy and journalling, alongside regular practising of theory and techniques, I hope to feel more natural and congruent, creating more opportunities for relational depth (Mearns and Cooper, 2017). 

Throughout the session, I used paraphrasing, reflection and minimal encouragers to support the client to get in touch with their experience. I regularly checked in on how and where emotions were felt, demonstrating curiosity about the feelings to understand the sensation and if there was an emotion connected. The invite to give the tightness in the client’s chest a voice brought a strong reaction to the surface, where they experienced difficult emotions along with resistance to experience them. Despite my own discomfort with silence, I chose to stay quiet and soften my gaze so not to interrupt the client’s process (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015, p. 78- 79). On sensing their unease, my instinct was to collude and move on, but I chose to stay silent allowing the client to sit with their thoughts and emotions. While holding this silence, I took a deep breath, supporting the regulation of my own nervous system. I then moved into using reflective words to enable them to bring their experiences and thoughts into awareness. During this interaction, the client was making a bird out of a tissue. I was curious about the choice of animal, internally reflecting that it may represent their desire to escape or fly away. However, learning from what happened with the juggling balls, I chose not to bring this into the client’s awareness until later as it may have interrupted their process and potentially feel exposing.

During the session the client talked about their feelings of responsibility towards others and prioritising this over their own needs. I experienced a “Me too” moment (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015, p. 28), noticing feelings of frustration and protectiveness. I asked the client to reflect on these feelings of responsibility and whether they were aware of and supportive of their own needs. I am uncertain whether this was the right approach to be so directive and feel conflicted of whether my motive was for my own experience or supportive of the client. I wanted to challenge the client’s thinking further but questioned my reasons for this. At this point, I took a sip of water, essentially tending to my own needs, to stop and take a moment. This allowed me to focus back on the client’s frame of reference, inviting them to check in on their bodily sensations and where the emotions were felt (Gray, 2014). On reflection, I realise that I momentarily experienced countertransference as my mother and I have a similar approach in which we want to rescue others, neglecting our own needs (Joyce & Sills, 2018, p. 154-156). Once back into the client’s frame of reference, they stated that they would like a break. I asked directly “what would you like a break from”, inviting the client to move from the broad generalisation and to drill down into considering what their wants and needs are. It may have been more beneficial to have asked this question as more of a ‘wondering’ instead of being so direct which could have been perceived as threatening. 

‘Now What’ Stage 
Going forward I want to continue to push into my growth edges by further understanding my perfectionism and discomfort in sitting with difficult emotions. Throughout the dyad sessions, I am aware of an urge to rescue and comfort, having to make a conscious effort to resist this. I attend personal therapy regularly but recognise a resistance to journalling and am curious to understand why. Through deeper self-exploration I want to be able to practice greater self-acceptance, offer authenticity and emotional presence to support the client and therapeutic relationship. Alongside this, continued practice would support me to embody the foundational skills and develop trust in my instinct to use more advanced tools and strategies.
 

Conclusion
Overall, I was able to connect with the client, creating a safe space by demonstrating the core conditions (Rogers, 1957, p. 95-103).  By offering warmth and acceptance to the client through open body language and respect alongside my use of active listening, paraphrasing and mirroring, the client experienced empathy and unconditional positive regard. Congruence was the most challenging to maintain throughout due to my own anxieties and moments of countertransference. By holding these challenges in my awareness, I was able to maintain a level of authenticity that was supportive of the therapeutic relationship, however I feel it may have impacted our ability to achieve relational depth. The connection and resonance were deepened somewhat by encouraging awareness of bodily sensations and connected emotions. 

There were moments when difficult emotions were experienced and there was a temptation by myself, and I think the client, to move away from feeling these. At times, I was able to use silence and minimal encouragers, allowing the client to deepen their experience and understanding, empowering them to direct the session. At other times, I allowed and possibly encouraged the conversation to move away from difficult emotions which is an area of development and self-reflection for me. 

The experience of watching myself as therapist is both challenging and useful. As I have a strong inner critical voice, it can be difficult to see past the negativity to identify opportunities for learning. I think this may be a similar hook to my resistance to journalling and pinpoints another area for me to develop. The inner critic can be loud and overpowering, coming between me and my learning/experiencing of the present. Reflecting on the recording has been hugely valuable in identifying areas for growth as well as an opportunity to challenge my ‘Imposter Phenomenon’ by acknowledging my strengths, therefore breaking down my barriers to success (Rokach & Boulazreg, 2020).
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