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The counselling session that accompanies this assignment was created using predominantly Person Centred Counselling Skills. Person Centred counselling has its origins in the pioneering work of Dr Carl Rogers in the 1930s and 1940s. Rogers, an American psychologist and therapist believed that the client knew best and therefore was best equipped to find answers to own their issues and enable them to move forward themselves. He set out an approach that looked at values, attitudes and behaviours that facilitated a relationship that would develop between the counsellor and client so that the client could unravel their own perceptions around their own experiences. 
As person centred counsellors believe that everyone has within them the solution to their own problems and that they have the capacity to grow and develop their own unique identities and fulfilment. The aim of person-centred counselling is to engage clients in an equal partnership. It is the counsellor’s role to help facilitate and support this process by creating a climate that is genuine, or congruent, where the counsellor offers unconditional positive regard and demonstrates empathetic understanding. Whilst this seems simple enough it often takes counsellors a lifetime to master. Having just starting on my journey of developing counselling skills it was therefore my responsibility to try to create a healthy relationship through empathy, basic valuing and unconditional acceptance of the client as a person of worth and my own congruence and authenticity. 
It was surprisingly difficult to master some of these skills as we are predisposed by previous experiences and personality traits to work in certain ways. I needed to learn how to provide a supportive, non-judgemental understanding atmosphere, but not advise, interpret or direct the client- this was the difficult part. Through regular practice, counselling lectures and wider reading around the subject this became easier but not easy. ‘The Ethical Framework for Counselling Professionals’ (2018) helped direct me to working in an ethical and informed manner. It gave a secure base from which to operate and guidelines on what is a serious ethical commitment. I studied articles and papers on my commitment to clients, Ethics and Beliefs, Contracting, Confidentiality, Good practice, Accountability, Professional Standards, Integrity, Supervision, Self-care and much more. This helped focus my attention on the needs of the client and making them the primary focus of our work together.
I also had to ensure that any sessions that I undertook listening to clients were within my own level of competence. During contracting I tried to make sure every client was aware of my limitations and were agreeing not to discuss anything that was outside my capabilities. I sought to build appropriate relationships maintaining integrity, respect, and professionalism; Alongside demonstrating accountability, openness and congruence.
During my interview with the client I tried to encapsulate all of the above, I also used many of the foundation skills necessary in being an effective counsellor. My success in using them varied and there were times when I might have changed the skill I employed and used a different one. Overall, I believe that this session helped further cement a developing, trusting relationship that allowed both the client and me to foster personal growth and understanding.
To start the session we discussed basic contracting, as Covid-19 has enforced a number of safety measures and restrictions on universities and other organisations, safe operating guidance needs to be adhered to. During the introduction I asked the client which she would prefer, wearing a face covering or being socially distanced in a well-ventilated room and she chose the second option. This, I felt was better as an important part of the counselling relationship is being able to read each other’s feelings and body language. When the bottom half of a face is covered it is difficult to read some expressions and it would be easy to miss important cues as to how the client is feeling. There could be mistaken cues being delivered to the client also as it is not easy to demonstrate active listening when your face is partially covered.
Contracting is an agreement that is made between the counsellor and the client concerning the type of activity or relationship they will have together. This sets the scene for their therapeutic relationship and makes the relationship between the two explicit and implicit on what to expect from both sides. It also establishes clear boundaries for a relationship that needs openness, genuineness, and acceptance. The contract discussed in this situation was much less than would normally be the case if it were a longer more formal session. We covered Covid restrictions, my training status and limitations, confidentiality, the viewing, and moderation of training videos by university staff, the timings of the session and what would happen if any issues arose from the session or if the client felt uncomfortable at any time. What I forgot to mention today was that if the client told me something that I was uncomfortable with or worried about that I would have to seek help. 
I am now going to discuss the Core Counselling Skills in relation to the recorded counselling session with the client and how well each one was executed. Core listening skills are basic counselling skills, or practiced techniques, that help the counsellor to empathetically listen to the speaker. They include active listening and I felt that I was able to clarify and paraphrase what the client was saying when needed. I was reluctant to interrupt too often as the client was aware of how she was feeling and needed to express it to someone. Constant interruptions would have stopped the flow of feelings and emotion. I demonstrated that I was actively listening by responding with appropriate body language and facial expressions. I was aware of the client’s nonverbal communication and noticed how upset she was with the topics that she was discussing, also being sensitive to the deeper meanings of what she was saying.
The client and I have built a rapport over the last few weeks which has enabled us to speak freely without feeling judged or uncomfortable. Building rapport with clients in counselling is important, whatever model of counselling the counsellor is working with. I have found it rewarding being in the company of someone else and giving that person my full attention, really listening to what they are saying or doing and valuing them as worthy individuals. This was particularly important in today’s session as the client was feeling undervalued at work and whilst she could understand some of the reasons why certain things were happening could not see past the hurt inflicted. She mentioned many times that she understood why certain things had to be certain ways but seemed unconvinced by the argument. This seems to have been building over a period of time and the client obviously had looked at this situation from many different points of view. Reflecting in counselling is part of the ‘art of listening’. It is making sure that the client knows their story is being listened to. I hope I achieved this by both repeating and paraphrasing her story back to the client. 
Silence is another key skill in counselling, and it gives the client control of the content, pace, and objectives. This includes the counsellor listening to silences as well as words, sitting with them and recognising that the silences may facilitate the counselling process. This is particularly effective as many clients want to unburden their worries and will often find answers as they speak. This was the case with the client today, she needed to say how she felt as the thoughts and feelings she was experiencing were becoming more and more significant to her day-to-day feelings regarding her work. We looked at how she felt that her classroom was a box- I asked if she felt it was like a prison and she said “Yes, and worse that that it was like being in a strait jacket!” 
Silence can communicate a range of feelings and emotions and being aware of a client’s silence can be yet another aspect of active listening. Being able to use silence as part of the therapeutic relationship is very important as we often rush to fill in silence whereas it is not always something that needs filling as it is just time for the client to put his or her thoughts together. The skill I needed to learn was when to wait and when to support and maybe ask a question. I did this a number of times and asked if she could possibly change her role back which she said at the current time was impossible. The client was able to reflect on her situation and gained a better perspective.
When the client first started discussing her frustration with her work and the changes that had occurred in the last couple of years, she briefly touched on the possibility of her husband losing his job and that she had taken on extra days at work in case that should happen. This obviously was a major worry and I wonder if that would need to be investigated further in future sessions. I didn’t interrupt at this juncture as the client needed to discuss what was happening in her day-to-day work life currently. 
Focusing in counselling involves making decisions about what issues the client wants to deal with. The client may mention a range of issues and problems and focusing allows the counsellor and client together to clear away some of the less important surrounding material and concentrate on the central issues of concern. The main issue in this session was the client’s feelings of being trapped both physically and emotionally. The client enjoys being outside and has developed skills that enhance her teaching when doing so. She has invested heavily in study, practical experience and emotionally in setting up a centre of excellence sharing these skills with others. Unfortunately, circumstances have changed, and the client feels all that is important to her has been discarded as not being as important as other less valuable activities in her eyes.
Whilst feeling frustrated and upset the client is also extremely grateful to have been able to work additional hours and feels ungrateful for complaining. Again, she can rationalise why she can’t take the children outside but feels guilty for letting the children down when she knows how effective and beneficial it would be for them. Guilt is a complex emotion and can conceal many different origins. She has evidence that working outside is good for children and has made endless activities for them to do but due to several reasons she is no longer able to do this. 
There were a few times during the interview that I had to use questions to gain clarity, this is another basic skill. I used open questions to clarify her understanding of what she was feeling and tried to avoid leading questions as they can impair the counselling relationship. In our everyday conversations we often chose which way we want the conversation to go, focusing in on what interests us most. We might be curious as to what happened next or why something happened, this is fine with everyday conversations but not suitable in therapeutic counselling. For this to be effective the client needs to be able to explore different elements of their experiences to see if there are different viewpoints that they could be seeing it from. Leading the conversation will only hinder this process. As the client talks, we can identify what they are willing to share with us and what they are keeping to themselves. If we intervene and ask too many questions, we could miss important clues as to what the real problem is. It is better to capture both the content and feelings that the client is experiencing so that we can properly explore what it really means to the client.
When the client mentioned that she felt like a sapling having been strimmed down- having this summarised back enabled the client to think more deeply about what she had said. Her response was slow and very poignant “I will, I am, I can…  “ She also realised how resilient she can be but how much she felt she had lost. The first stage in helping a client with their problem is to identify the problem through understanding the person and their point of view in their world. Sometimes this means helping them identify the problem because in the initial stages of seeking help they might not have a clear understanding of what is wrong themselves. The skills needed for this involve active listening and helping the person explore their experience. This perspective on the problem is called internal frame of reference and for some offers limited opportunities for helping unless other perspectives are used. Fundamental to the person-centred approach is the idea that we all perceive reality in different ways. In other words, the world doesn’t look the same to each of us. This is simply because we all have different experiences, which in turn affects our behaviour in different ways. We each filter our senses differently according to our experiences and our way of interacting with the world.
Important in the development of person-centred counselling is the idea of self and it is closely related to the self-actualising tendency discussed above. In the development of self, Rogers does not argue that there are any stages but instead that aspects of personality and self, arise through a combination of innate preferences interacting with the environment. A child has a basic need to be seen positively – a need for positive regard. Inconsistencies arise when there is a conflict between the inner self and the self-concept. This may arise as others’ regard for the growing child and its behaviour is not always congruent with its own inner self. The child can resolve this inconsistency through introjection. This means taking the beliefs and values of others and internalising them so that they become the child’s beliefs and values. A mentally healthy person, therefore, manages to balance these conflicts and accept themselves and others unconditionally. Unfortunately, most of us are not so completely balanced and well-developed and problems do occur in this balancing process.
The final element that I would like to look at is Counsellor self-care. Constant empathetic encouragement and giving our all to clients is emotionally demanding and if we do not recognise the signs of emotional and physical exhaustion in ourselves and manage them effectively then the consequences can become an issue. I spoke earlier about competence and the skills I possess to help someone at this stage of my development. This has grown throughout the counselling course and practise, feedback and reflection have helped develop this. Knowing the limits of your competence as a counsellor is one of the key elements but also one of the most difficult to get a handle on. This is because it is difficult to define where helping using counselling skills ends and counselling begins. We also have other experiences and qualifications that support and dovetail with the work that we are doing. My many years of teaching and learning have given me insight into this area that I hadn’t realised. We must know when we need help, advice or support, sometimes involving referring the person you support to someone better suited to help.
During our session together I tried to avoid making judgements, give advice or just agreeing and giving platitudes. It was difficult not giving advice and I feel that that is my default programme. At the end of our session we looked at goal setting and ways of moving forward. This proved tricky for me as my need to problem solve and give advice did come to the surface with “You also seem to think that you owe people a big favour because they have given you extra time…” This was possibly judgemental. The session ended with a summary of what we had spoken about and the client thanking me for giving her a forum to discuss what had been playing on her mind- as she didn’t feel this opportunity was available elsewhere. I found being unconditionally accepting relatively easy as was remaining in the moment and listening. It was freeing being able to listen and facilitate without having to solve problems and knowing when to question and interrupt became easier to judge. I was able to stay in tune with the client remaining on the same wavelength and listening for total meaning of content and feelings, both of which require hearing and responding to. In some instances what the client was saying was far less important than the feelings.
To conclude, I have tried to critically evaluate my ability to operate withing the limits of my growing understanding of counselling skills and how the Ethical Framework for the Counselling Profession helped guide and support me in developing some of the necessary skills needed to help clients. I have looked at the counsellor qualities considered by Carl Rogers as vital for therapeutic change: empathy, genuineness, unconditional regard and non-possessive warmth. These core conditions are relationship qualities that are embraced in person-centred counselling. They are the need to convey a deep level of empathetic understanding, the ability to step into the client’s world-as if we are stepping into their shoes, demonstrating genuineness and being oneself in the relationship, not pretending to be someone else, showing unconditional positive regard and accepting the client without judgement or conditions attached, and conveying warmth in an appropriate way and not in a possessive manner. 
I have found replaying the recorded session and evaluating my role was valuable as it gave me the opportunity to analyse why I said certain things and the way I came across. I was able to see how I look and sound from another person’s viewpoint which is vitally important in counselling. I was able to identify gaps in what I should have said and things that I shouldn’t have. It allowed me the opportunity to understand what I could have followed up on and opportunities and key words I missed in the first instance. Hopefully this will develop and become more automatic as my experience develops. When starting the process, I had to write down key words to ensure that I didn’t forget anything important whereas at the end of the training I found it better just listening as I was actually hearing far more than when I was trying to write it all down.
I also realised that we live in a society where we are consistently ‘talked at’ Who do you prefer to be with? Someone who talks to you or someone who listens to you?
As summarised by Sir Francis Bacon:
“He that gives good advice, builds with one hand; he that gives good council and example, builds with both; but he that gives good admonition and bad example, builds with one hand and pulls down with the other.”
                                                                                                                       Francis Bacon (1561-1626)
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