ECCS6001 
Critically reflect on your use of the foundation skills of counselling, exploring your own process and sense of your skills practice
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[bookmark: _GoBack]The art of counselling as a talking therapy relies on the efficient communication of the counsellor in deriving meaningful information from a client so that therapeutic alliance can develop (Budd et al, 2019). To facilitate the communication between practitioner and client, the counsellor should possess a repertoire of micro skills to enhance their interactions. The diverse skillset allows clients to cater for the varied and often complex needs of clients, whilst allowing different approaches to be utilised with a client to establish what skills they respond to the most (Hough, 2010, Macleod, 2013). A range of micro skills can be implemented individually or used in conjunction to garner positive outcomes and include attending behavior, responding skills and reflection (Miller, 2012; Lindon and Lindon, 2008).
Amongst these micro skills, other components are also needed for counselling to be successfully undertaken. These core conditions, as proposed by Carl Rogers (1961), can be greater applied with the correct implementation of micro skills to aid communication. Rogers suggested these core conditions to be imperative to cultivating therapeutic relationships between client and practitioner which consist of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard (UPR) (Mearns et al, 2013; Rogers, 1961). In this type of relationship, empathy refers to the counsellor’s ability to relate to the thoughts and feelings from the client’s frame of reference. With compassion, the counsellor shows that they have recognised what is being conveyed by the client so that the feel validated and understood (Krznaric, 2014; Postings, 2022). Whilst congruence can help build client self-esteem through the genuine and compassionate approach (Sutanti, 2020), UPR refers to the full acceptance of a client’s experience and feelings. UPR is fostered by providing a safe and supportive space for the client to discuss and express any issues or feelings without the risk of any judgment or disapproval. This feeling of acceptance by the counsellor permits the client to be open and genuine where they may start to accept themselves (Reeves, 2018).
Once equipped with the foundation of skills needed, counselling sessions should also be well structured. According to Geldard and Geldard (2005) a counselling session should have a clear beginning and ending. To start an initial counselling session a contract should be discussed and agreed upon. A counselling contract is an agreement which outlines the expectations between counsellor and client at the start of a therapeutic relationship (Sills, 2006). A counselling contract ensures that the counselling process will be performed in a safe and professional manner and highlights the responsibilities of the counsellor towards clients, as well as the responsibilities of the client towards the counsellor (Lindon and Lindon, 2008; Midwinter; Reeves, 2018).  
Although there are no definitive stipulations to discuss during the contract (Budd, 2019), it is generally advised (Geldard and Geldard, 2005; Nelson-Jones, 2011) that information be included about certain parameters such as the duration of the session(s), fees, record keeping and physical boundaries such as space and time, or the professional boundaries of the therapeutic relationship. During the contracting stage is when the counsellor begins to consider their ethical obligations where they should consider the BACP’s Ethical Framework to ensure good practice for clients. For example, the counsellor should inform their client how confidentiality will be assured or the instances when this would need to be broken should any safeguarding issues or certain information about criminal activities be disclosed (BACP, 2022; Mcleod, 2009; National Counselling Society, 2022; Nelson-Jones, 2011).
For the purpose of the Graduate Certificate Skills programme with the UWTSD, I undertook a practice counselling session with one of my peers who acted as the client whilst I assumed the role of counsellor. The thirty minute session was recorded on Microsoft Teams to assess the counselling skills that I had developed over the previous weeks which I explained to the client during contract. Whilst the session would focus on any issues presented by the client, it was important to clarify that I was not a trained counsellor; therefore, there could be limitations to my responses which helped establish appropriate expectations of my skillset (Bond, 2015). 
I asked the client if she was comfortable with the physical environment in which we were conducting the session as this is an important aspect of creating a safe and comfortable environment for therapeutic interactions (Nelson-Jones, 2011). To ensure that the environment is appropriate, it should be as free as possible of obvious distractions. There should be sufficient space between the client and counsellor so that they are able to clearly see each other, but not too close as in to invade any individual’s personal space (Lindon and Lindon, 2008). However, additional considerations were needed for Covid-19 restrictions. The use of face masks were agreed upon during the contracting section to maintain safety standards whilst allowing for the two-meter rule to be reduced. I found my own mask to be a distraction as it kept slipping and I tried to adjust it as subtly as possible to prevent it becoming a distraction for the client. The masks also had the potential to create a physical barrier to identifying facial gestures for myself and the client; therefore, I ensured that I compensated with verbal responses and used minimum encourages such as nodding my head to illustrate my understanding. I also kept my eyes focused in the client’s direction in a neutral gaze throughout the session to allow her to make the level of eye contact that she was comfortable and look in other directions when she wanted to.
I informed my client of how the session would be recorded and that although all information discussed would be confidential to protect the client’s personal information, the course tutors and external examiners would also access the recording for assessment purposes. In accordance with ethical considerations, I made the client aware that if any safeguarding issues should arise during the session where a risk to the client or any other person was identified, I had a legal obligation to break confidentiality in these instances and would pass on any concerns to the appropriate people (BACP, 2022; National Counselling Society, 2022). 
I feel that my contract was thorough, comprehensible and covered the main points needed to protect myself and the client. I assured the client’s understanding of everything discussed during the contract and provided an opportunity for her to ask any questions, although she declined the opportunity. While a contract does not need to be lengthy, it should also not be rushed (Hough, 2010; Miller, 2012). After reviewing the recording of the counselling session I feel that I hurried through the information I was providing during the contract which upon reflection I attributed to nerves. I wanted to ensure that I covered all recommended points needed for the contract; however, it sounded formal and rehearsed, and my pace of speech should have been more relaxed as this introductory stage could have set a negative time for the remainder of the session. Moreover, although my client agreed to the contract, taking more time in future for this stage can prevent any confusions or misinterpretations from arising (Dykes et al, 2017).
Following the contract I asked the client if she was ready to start the session and she proceeded to discuss the issue she had to raise. The client presented with a concern regarding her youngest daughter. The client was worried about her usage of digital devices and the impact this was having on her well-being. I used appropriate responders to demonstrate that I was actively listening throughout to validate the feelings of the client. However, my response of ‘okay’ to verbally exhibit my attention to the client’s words was overused where a range of responses would have been more efficient in hindsight, as although it was being used at appropriate times, the same response could appear to be without thought and invalidated the client’s dialogue where the client could have interpreted my response as being uninterested or not actively listening. Active listening must therefore be a conscious effort to remain focus on the client to ensure that they feel respected, whilst the counsellor ensures that they are utilising the opportunity to analyse the information being presented and look for any spoken or unspoken cues to decipher a person’s thoughts and feelings (Reeves, 2018).  
Often used in therapeutic interactions, active listening is a verbal and non-verbal communicative practice adopted by a counsellor.  Active listening seeks to go beyond mere listening and is an exercise to ensure that the client is heard and understood when they are communicating (Burnard and Campling, 2013; Postings, 2022).  Conversely, the client can pick up on subtle cues from the practitioner during these moments; therefore, I ensured that my body language was relaxed yet attentive to put the client at ease whilst showing that my focus was solely on her. 
The client described in detail that her life was very busy and that between her occupation, which included long-distance travelling, a recent relocation and the issues with her daughter, she felt that she was living in a perpetual cycle of business which she could not break. I used the metaphor to illustrate the client’s current situation as ‘running on a hamster wheel’ which appeared to resonate with the client. Not intended in the literal sense, metaphors evoke physical imagery to describe an emotion or feeling, and can be used to exemplify these in a relatable way. Although often used unwittingly in everyday speech, metaphors are a useful tool to use as part of the counselling process (Stewart and Barnes-Holmes, 2001). The intentional use of metaphors can provide clients with deeper understanding of their emotions about situations and help the client to reframe their perception of an issue. Likewise, client metaphors can demonstrate useful information about the client’s feelings, so counsellors should be aware of these to analyse with the client for greater understandings (Tay, 2012; Wagener, 2017). 
When the client drew pauses between her narratives I used these as opportunities of relaying the message back to the client in my own words to assure that I understood. Paraphrasing in this way enables the client to confirm that the message has been received correctly which allows the client to feel heard whilst ensuring a mutual understanding for the session to continue accordingly. It can also contribute to alliance building by making the client feel that their emotions are being recognised and accepted, thus building empathy and congruence. Paraphrasing in counselling should maintain what the client has conveyed in a more concise manner by identifying the key message within the context (Budd et al, 2019; Burnard and Campling, 2013). However, upon reflection I have noticed that I went into too much detail when paraphrasing on occasions which might have caused confusing rather than clarity. I also feel that I paraphrased too often as to avoid silences.
Silences during counselling sessions can allow time for clients to process their thoughts, reflect or compose themselves if they become distressed. During these intervals clients have the opportunity to reflect on behaviours or feelings discussed to gain new perspectives (Hill et al, 2003). I did not utilise silence as a micro skill and instead found myself evading these pauses by quickly following up with a question. At the time of the recording I felt very aware that a silence could feel uncomfortable and although I understood silence to be an effective counselling skill, I inherently felt awkward and in the moment and saw it as my responsibility to alleviate this as the facilitator of the session. When looking back, I have since identified several opportunities where silence would have been beneficial and afforded the client time for introspection. These silences would have given me an opportunity to ask the client how she was feeling at that particular time to continue the session naturally. 
I also failed to use reflection effectively during the counselling session. Reflection as a counselling micro skill has the practitioner repeating words or phrases back to the client using their words (Evans, 2015). To reinforce its effectiveness, the client’s body language, facial expressions and tone can be matched (Counselling Tutor, 2022). The client used the word guilt several times to express her feelings which I reflected back. However, I now feel that this may have been an inappropriate word to reflect back as the client could have interpreted at me agreeing that she should feel guilty and may have come across as judgemental. This has the potential for clients to withdraw or withhold information if they feel judged (Mearns et al, 2013). Although not my intention to judge and the client likely did not feel that I was being judgemental, there is the potential for this to hinder the progression of therapeutic relationship building as it is contrary to the underpinnings of UPR. 
From reviewing the recording of the session, I identified several opportunities where I could have reflected phrases back to the client which would have been more beneficial. These opportunities could have afforded further opportunities for silences to give the client time to think about why I had reflected these particular phrases back to her.
I asked a series of closed and open-ended questions during the counselling session based on the information being presented by the client. I was cautious beforehand to be aware of the intent of my questions so that they were purposeful and based on the client’s needs (Evans, 2015; Postings, 2022). Questions also acted as a prompts to encourage the client to continue with her narrative or to explore from a slightly different perspective. For example, I asked the client what her biggest worry was about her daughter spending long durations of time on her devices. This open-ended question allowed the client to explore the feelings behind her concerns rather than concentrating solely on the issue itself. 
Lindon and Lindon (2008) discuss a communication framework which posits a hierarchy of communication. The level at which people interact are often culturally or socially determined as being appropriate. Individuals often progress through the stages of the hierarchy naturally as they become more familiar or trusting with certain people. Practitioners should ‘match the level’ that the client presents with and follow the lead of the client through the process and they will likely and naturally proceed through the hierarchy when relationships become more established. The client appeared comfortable and spoke with openness and ease as she discussed her situation and feelings. Upon reflection, however, I noticed that my pace or tone of voice was incongruent to the clients as I was not as relaxed as the client which I would need to be more mindful of in future.   
As the allotted time for the session was drawing to a close, I allowed sufficient time to check in with the client to see how she was feeling. I summarised what had been discussed during the session and used this time to conclude our session appropriately. Unfortunately, there was a computer glitch which caused Microsoft Teams to stop recording several minutes before the session had finished, therefore the ending is not available to review. 
Using a combination of mircro skills during a counselling session can help nurture the therapeutic relationship between client and counsellor. This therapeutic relationship has been identified as the key component to positive outcomes for clients during their counselling journey. With unconditional positive regard and empathy towards the client, mutually trustworthy and respectable rapports are formed allowing the client to be their authentic selves. I believe that I showed these qualities throughout which I attempted to demonstrate with my facial expressions and verbal responders which also enabled me to maintain ethical standards in my treatment towards the client. I also feel that my care and genuineness were able to compensate for any shortcomings in my micro skills which was exemplified in the client’s openness and willingness to discuss her concerns about her daughter in detail. The client felt comfortable articulating her thoughts and feelings and I reciprocated the authenticity of her emotions by showing compassion and validation throughout the session. 
Upon consideration, I have identified areas that need improving which could benefit the client’s experience and potential outcomes. I understand that my awareness of being assessed contributed to some of these factors, such as overcomplicating when paraphrasing as an attempt to execute my counselling skills, whilst others need more practice to utilise them efficiently and to identify the opportunities on when to use these appropriately during sessions.
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