Critical evaluation and self-reflective report on your counselling practice.

[bookmark: _Hlk183707817]Introduction.
Reflective practice is a vital skill for counsellors, fostering self-awareness, professional growth, and the ability to provide ethical and effective care. By examining their thoughts, emotions, and responses during sessions, practitioners can identify biases, strengths, and areas for improvement. This enhances the therapeutic relationship by ensuring interventions are responsive to the client's needs. Reflection also supports continuous learning, allowing counsellors to integrate new insights and techniques, adapt practices, and maintain a client-centred approach. Furthermore, it promotes professional development by encouraging critical analysis and identifying opportunities for further training or supervision. For this reflection, I will analyse my recording from 22:45 to 42:50 using Schön’s reflective model (1991), focusing on both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action.
Reflection-in-action.
During the session, I employed various counselling techniques to facilitate the client’s exploration of their feelings and experiences. Grounding strategies were used to help the client remain present and engaged, particularly when addressing feelings of burnout and frustration over situations that felt beyond their control (Koniver, 2023). These strategies reflect Trauma-Informed Care principles, emphasizing safety and pacing interventions to avoid overwhelming the client. This approach also aligns with Bowlby’s attachment theory (Fearon & Roisman, 2017), which highlights the importance of a secure base in fostering emotional processing. I acknowledged and validated the client’s emotions, including their expressed feelings of being ‘lost’ and ‘vulnerable’. By referencing their recurring mention of burnout and inviting clarification on their description of a ‘low impact point’, I aimed to deepen their emotional exploration. This approach is consistent with Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), which emphasizes attending to key emotional markers to enhance self-awareness and processing.
A significant moment in the session arose from the client’s use of metaphor describing their emotions as a ‘crushed-up ball of paper’. Metaphors often symbolize inner experiences, and their exploration can lead to deeper insight (Malkomsen et al., 2021). When I suggested the possibility of discarding the ‘ball’, the client expressed discomfort, indicating that letting go felt overwhelming. Instead, they preferred ‘unlocking’ and ‘acknowledging’ the emotions symbolized by the ball. This adjustment mirrors Gestalt Therapy’s emphasis on meeting clients where they are and respecting their boundaries. By validating the client’s preference for ‘unlocking’, I supported a gentler approach to emotional exploration that aligned with their capacity at the time.
To encourage future-oriented thinking, I introduced the ‘magic wand’ scenario, a tool from Solution-Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT) designed to help clients envision ideal outcomes and actionable goals (Jerome et al., 2023). While effective in promoting reflection, this exercise brought up the unexpected topic of children. I hesitated to explore this further, uncertain if the client was ready for such a sensitive discussion. This moment revealed an opportunity for growth to enhance my confidence and sensitivity in managing session dynamics while addressing emerging themes.
Additionally, the client mentioned feeling overwhelmed by ‘lots of questions’, which I could have explored further. Understanding whether this discomfort was specific to our session or a broader interpersonal challenge would have provided valuable insights. This aligns with Interpersonal Therapy (IPT), which examines the impact of social interactions on emotional well-being. 
Upon reviewing the session, I recognised the importance of balancing encouragement for emotional exploration with sensitivity to the client’s readiness. For example, the suggestion to discard the metaphorical ball, while well-intentioned, felt premature for the client. Adjusting interventions to align with the client’s pace reflects the principles of Person-Centred Therapy, which prioritizes the client’s autonomy in directing their therapeutic process. 
Reflection-on-action. 
In completing the reflective drawing exercise, I used imagery such as the ‘opening of the box’, ‘symmetrical stages’, and ‘pouring jugs’ to metaphorically represented key elements of the counselling process. The metaphor of the ‘box’ also reflects Gestalt Therapy’s (Bourgault du Coudray, 2022) concept of the here-and-now, where the opening of a box corresponds to raising awareness of emotions in the present moment. However, this also required sensitivity to the client’s readiness and boundaries, reflecting an emphasis on empowerment, the need to respect the client’s autonomy in choosing how much to reveal and explore. The box symbolises the client's emotions and anxieties, highlighting the need for a safe therapeutic environment where clients feel secure enough to process their experiences at their own pace. This aligns with Carl Rogers' core conditions (Rogers, 1992) of empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard, which emphasize creating a space conducive to trust and emotional exploration. The symmetry in my drawing symbolised the stages of counselling and the mutual journey of client and counsellor. This idea resonates with the concept of connection from relational therapy, where the counsellor matches the client’s emotional and developmental stages. The image of pouring jugs suggested a dynamic flow in the therapeutic relationship, signifying both the exchange and containment of emotions. Retrospectively, this could also represent the therapeutic alliance, a collaborative process as described by Bordin, (1979), wherein both client and counsellor actively contribute to the progress of therapy.
Peer feedback highlighted strengths such as active listening, empathy, and congruence, but also pointed out areas for improvement. For example, I missed opportunities to explore the client’s body language more deeply, which could have offered additional insights into their emotional state. This observation aligns with Interpersonal Process Recall (IPR) (Kagan et al., 1969), which emphasizes the importance of analysing both verbal and nonverbal communication. 
Through this reflective process, I identified several areas for professional growth that can enhance my practice and deepen the therapeutic relationship. Observing body language by paying greater attention to nonverbal cues would improve my ability to attune to the client’s emotional state. Polyvagal Theory, developed by Dr. Stephen Porges (Porges, 2022) provides a biological framework for understanding how the nervous system responds to stress, safety, and social interaction. This theory highlights the role of the vagus nerve in regulating emotional states and behaviour, emphasizing the critical importance of safety and connection within the therapeutic process. An awareness of polyvagal theory equips therapists with insights into the physiological underpinnings of trauma responses and emotional dysregulation. This understanding allows for the implementation of interventions that are not only attuned to the client’s emotional state but also biologically informed, which is particularly beneficial for clients with trauma histories. 
Staying with emotions allows the client more time to explore their emotions and aligns with Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), which emphasizes the integration of emotional experiences as a path to healing. I recognised the potential value of tolerating silence, viewing it as a facilitative space rather than an absence of progress, consistent with Rogers’ non-directive approach. Determining when to delve deeper into emotions or when to hold back is a critical skill. Winnicott’s concept of the holding environment (Bahn, 2022) underscores the importance of boundaries in creating a safe space for clients to explore their feelings without fear of intrusion or abandonment. I acknowledged a need for greater self-awareness and professional resilience in handling unexpected emotional disclosures. Drawing on relational therapy’s self-reflexivity, I aim to better prepare for clients’ emotions while monitoring my emotional responses. 
Additionally, I identified specific opportunities to refine my practice. The clients' use of metaphorical language, such as the ‘crushed-up ball of paper’, provides rich insight into their internal experiences. By incorporating techniques from Narrative Therapy, I could help clients reframe such metaphors to develop new perspectives (Ghavibazou et al., 2022). The decision of when to guide a client toward confronting an emotion they may not be ready to explore is nuanced and grounded in key principles from therapeutic theories, particularly person-centred therapy, psychodynamic therapy, and trauma-informed care. According to attachment theory and trauma-informed approaches, establishing a strong therapeutic alliance built on trust is foundational. Prematurely encouraging a client to engage with painful emotions can jeopardise this alliance, potentially leading to withdrawal or re-traumatisation. Therapists must carefully assess the client’s capacity for emotional vulnerability, ensuring that exploration occurs at a pace that fosters safety and avoids overwhelming the client. When clients introduce ambiguous themes, such as feeling overwhelmed by questions, developing a habit of gently seeking clarification can deepen the therapeutic dialogue. The topic of children highlighted my uncertainty in addressing sensitive areas. Strengthening my ability to assess verbal and nonverbal cues, as suggested by Rogers’ person-centred approach, can help me determine when further exploration is appropriate. 
This session emphasized the importance of being attuned to the client’s emotional state and readiness for exploration. While I effectively validated their feelings and employed techniques like grounding and the ‘magic wand’ scenario, there were moments where further clarification or adjusted interventions could have enhanced the session. These reflections highlight the value of ongoing professional development and integrating theoretical frameworks, such as EFT, IPR, and Narrative Therapy, to refine my ability to provide client-centred care.
Conclusion.
This reflection emphasized the importance of adapting counselling interventions to each client's unique needs, highlighting how theory informs practice. Metaphors and imagery deepened my understanding of the therapeutic relationship and the application of concepts such as Rogers’ person-centred approach, Bordin’s working alliance, and EFT. Moving forward, I aim to enhance my growing edges in observing body language, managing silence, and respecting boundaries to foster deeper connections and meaningful growth. By integrating EFT, SFBT, and Gestalt Therapy, I remain committed to continuous improvement in creating a safe, empathetic, and effective therapeutic space.
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