The training of prospective new counsellors is somewhat decentralised, with many independent training providers available across the UK. As such, it would be useful to discover variations in the standards of training and methods of course delivery available; with many dozens of individual training providers from the sectors of state education, privately owned training organisations and charities, offering counsellor training courses costing the students several thousand pounds each and lasting up to (and sometimes in excess of) two years. A simple Google search for ‘accredited counsellor training’ will provide an indication of the large number of available courses, which entitle a student upon qualification, to membership of one or more of the eleven counselling accreditation organisations currently recognised by the Professional Standards Authority for Health and Social Care. It is necessary to attain such membership before a person can either apply for a job as a professional counsellor or advertise their own private practice through recognised channels such as Psychology Today or Counselling Directory.

What follows is an assessment of a research interview using interpretative phenomenological analysis. The research question was aimed at uncovering the personal training experiences of newly qualified counsellors, with particular emphasis on the practicum element of their training. The interviewer sought to discover the view of the participant on the relevance of their practicum with regard to gaining experience working towards practice, their opinion of how the training and support was delivered, and the overall experience of working in a professional counselling environment. 


Method
A transcript from a research interview with a recently qualified counsellor was provided and was analysed using the qualitative research methodology of interpretative phenomenological analysis. This is a three-stage process, the first stage of which is familiarising oneself with the transcript by reading it through twice and making initial observation notes. On a third reading, notes are made that detail the ‘experiential statements’ of the speaker. These are the particular things in the transcript that seemed to matter to the speaker. On a fourth reading, those experiential statements are grouped together into personal experiential themes (PETs). This process is detailed in the book Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 2nd Edition Theory, Method and Research (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2022). The book continues that when several sets of data have been collected, the next stage is to compile the PETs into group experiential themes, and the interpretative findings of the process are written-up into an analysis of the shared experiences of the research participants. Those findings will then be used to compile the final outcomes of the research. In the analysis below, the research was to determine the views of a recent counselling graduate on their practica, its efficacy and methods. It is presumed that this research was carried out in order to determine possible ways of improving the training of new counsellors. 

There are several ways to compile the analysis, and in this case, guidance was taken from the article Achieving excellence in interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA): Four markers of high quality (Nizza, Farr & Smith, 2021) which recommends taking an existential approach to writing a compelling and unfolding narrative.


Findings
There is an immediate indication of the personality of this participant in their opening statement.

Well...my first comment is really that, quite simply,  it changed
 my life, but there have been good and bad experiences. So let’s 
start at the beginning… (P.1)

There is an indication in the choice of words that the speaker is a storyteller, who likes to convey information through anecdotes rather than through a simple and factual recounting of events. They are setting-up a narrative that they intend to be entertaining and compelling
in addition to being informative. It will become apparent through the analysis that their stories mesh together to support the political views of the interviewee as pertain to the treatment of trainee counsellors. These factors serve to indicate that the stories they will tell are likely to be embellished rather than strictly factual. They describe their experiences as “good and bad,” which is a preliminary indication that their responses may be based on binary opposition and may bypass the average or ‘everyday’ events. Most of the stories told by the participant are of extremes, whether it be extremely bad or extremely good. These types of responses far outweigh the number of anecdotes that indicate situations that happened in the way they had expected. This reliance on extremes further supports the assertion that the stories are likely to be embellished for dramatic effect. The participant also indicates early in the interview that they have quite specific ideas about what constitutes a ‘good’ practicum placement.

Good counselling placements have strong assessment procedures, 
a stepped approach to referring clients to trainee counsellors… good 
induction procedures… pay expenses… provide training… provide 
supervision. (P2)

It is also apparent in the transcript that the participant feels like there is a lack of respect for 
trainee counsellors within a number of organisations that offer practicum placements. 

…the volunteers had to pay, whilst the paid staff got their meal free.  Isn’t that ridiculous? (P.3)

… volunteers had to wear the organisation’s sweatshirts!..I 
was incensed. (P.10)

It is apparent throughout the transcript that the speaker craves validation and appreciation that they feel they rarely receive, either from their training institution or practicum placement. 

….such a lack of communication and understanding really…understanding 
of the situation that a trainee is in, sandwiched between course and 
placement. (P.6)

It is apparent from the transcript that this person finds it difficult to articulate specifically the things that differentiate a good placement from a bad one in their experience. They prefer to give broad examples of situations from which the listener then needs to read the subtext. 

Well, it just made me into a counsellor.  I went there very green and 
here I am now … I’ve learnt so much from each client … and now have 
faith not only in counselling processes, but also in myself within that 
process. (P.4)

 They suffer the feelings of inadequacy and imposter syndrome felt by many trainees at the start of a practicum, but it is evident that they are not able to find any camaraderie with the rest of their cohort, as it is not mentioned in the transcript that they have found support in that way. These things together lead to feelings of overwhelm and isolation that underpin a lot of the complaints about their placements. They either have such intense feelings of inadequacy that they are unable to admit their struggles to fellow students, or this person prefers to work alone. There is certainly plenty of evidence in the transcript that they do not work well as part of a team. This assertion is supported by the evidence that the interviewee complains about the rest of the staff at each of their placement venues in turn. 

…staff can also be loose with confidentiality, especially receptionists, etc., 
and perhaps more surprisingly, managers. (P.3)

I must have been a nightmare for them as well, mind, I started complaining 
straight away, it was...it started immediately… (P.6)

….frustration can arise where placement…eh….managers don’t 
have…don’t come from a  counselling background…but come from 
commercial practice…for example my manager…you should have heard 
him…um …pontificating… (P.9)

… volunteers had to wear the organisation’s sweatshirts!...
I was incensed… (P.10)

The interviewee indicates a moment of enlightenment during their practicum when they recount the moment they realised they had an issue with people in authority.

I realised….I realised….that I’d an issue…er…with persons in 
authority. This was nothing to do with actual counselling, but 
the way I related to the co-ordinator…and…supervisor. (P.9)

This is interesting when viewed in conjunction with the fact that this person tells numerous stories of bad practicum experiences, and conducted their practicum at several different locations. Although they don’t specifically draw attention to the number of placement venues they attended or offer an explanation as to why their placement was split up in this way, they clearly state that their different anecdotes were from different locations. Another observation on this subject is that the interviewee says at the beginning of the transcript that it is difficult to find a practicum placement due to the amount of competition, yet they managed to secure several placements. The way they give this information has overtones of battling adversity, which is a recurring theme throughout the interview.  

The first problem is that … A situation exists whereby everyone 
on your course and probably others, are looking for a placement 
around the same time and this makes them as rare as gold dust! (P.1)

Lack of support, or the interviewee feeling unsupported in what they refer to as ‘bad’ placements is a main theme of this interview, with the participant recalling that they felt let down by elements specific to their counselling work.

Others, though just let you get on with it and that can be hard. (P.1)

Not really much support… (P.7)

I needed more support with my first client… (P.8)
Similarly, it is their feeling of being supported in their ‘good’ placements that they most often refer to when recounting their experiences. 

‘…they were totally supportive… this support helped me feel 
safe enough to process theory into practice. (P5)	

She gave me freedom to be… independent but supported. (P.8)

They also had stories of trainees being treated badly outside of the counselling sessions.

	Others, though just let you get on with it and that can be hard. (P1)

Although they have stories of many bad experiences, they had the strength of will, despite everything, to continue with their training and complete it to become a qualified counsellor.

It seems from this interview that of the different placements the interviewee attended, only one of them gave them a positive experience in the way this person needed. They recount a location which, from elements of their story such as that they continue to stay in contact with that location and do work for them, it could reasonably be assumed to be the final location at which they served their practicum, and could indicate that they left other agencies because they did not feel they were receiving meaningful support. Although there do seem to be some contradictions in the transcript e.g. one of the things that they appreciated about one placement was a steady flow of clients with similar issues, 

…there is the chance to see generic clients and that’s also 
good for gaining experience… (P.3)

Then later in the interview they state the same thing as being a negative point at a different placement.

I was given only straight-forward bereavement cases… (P. 6)

It is also noticeable from this example that even with the good placement, the interviewee finds it difficult to quantify exactly what makes a good versus a bad placement in real terms. It seems that perhaps, for this person, a good placement is simply one where they feel they fit in, and that is a decision they make internally, based on what they feel is substantive support. 

They appear to have a view of the world from which they are under appreciated and generally looked down upon by their peers. This philosophy pervades this transcript and is an indication of their background. It even gives a clue as to the socioeconomic status of the interviewee. Another clue to this is their declaration that they find it difficult to charge their clients, even after they are qualified. 

…working for nothing for years made it difficult to charge clients…it 
feels wrong somehow…not empathic...(Pp. 11-12)

This is an indication that they do not value the qualification they have gained, simply because the qualification is theirs, which indicates feelings of low self-worth; especially as they seemingly value the same qualification when held by other people, whom they regard as industry professionals.


Discussion
It is unclear as to whether this research is based around counsellor training in general or is focussed specifically on the practicum experiences of counselling trainees as the transcript discussed both elements, although there is an undoubted emphasis on the practicum. The experiences of the interviewee however, echo other research with regard to the importance of the process of counsellor training. Slovak et al (2015) discovered that even the process of reflecting on the training brings to light aspects which are worthy of further investigation and can serve as a valuable evaluation of the training process. It is clear from the transcript here that the provision of meaningful support is paramount to the trainee. The opportunity here is to discover what forms of support are regarded as available by the students, particularly with regard to points of intersection where a significant number of trainees value the same types of support. This information can then assist training providers when structuring their courses, in order that they can give students the most fruitful learning experience possible. 

The Counselling and Psychotherapy Central Awarding Body (CPCAB), who produce many of the counsellor training courses endorsed by British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) do not define how support should be given to students within the course structure. This leaves the decision on how much and what type of support is given to students to be decided by individual training organisations, and that can make choosing a course something of a lottery from the point of view of a prospective student. 

Issues relating to support for counselling students beyond supervision are also covered in The challenges of becoming an integrative counsellor: The student’s perspective (Lowndes & Hanley, 2010). Although this research specifically concentrates on students training to be integrative counsellors, and it is not clear in which modality the participant in the research here has been trained, it is interesting to note that in the 2010 research, participants complained of feelings of isolation, in a similar way to the participant here. The earlier research recommends greater use of peer support networks to combat this issue, and it seems clear that there is still opportunity to utilise such a resource to greater effect today. 

It would benefit future trainees if further research could be conducted into different methods of support and how they could be made available. Peer support in particular is something that could be made available on every training course, without incurring extra cost to, or the need for any additional resources from the training provider.
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Appendix C

Table of PETs

SELF CONFIDENCE 
The self confidence of the participant fluctuated throughout their training.

‘…it just made me into a counsellor. I went from very green and here I am now…’ P4, ll64-65

‘I did what I felt was right…’ P6, l141

‘I started complaining straight away…’ P.6, l143

‘…you mazy be ready… but not sure if you’re able…’ P.6, 153-4

‘I felt absolutely terrified…’ P.7, l164

‘Could I actually do this?’ P7, ll169-70

‘…the level of my ability was the greatest unknown.’ P.7, ll174-5

‘I had to trust me..’ P.7, l179

‘I began to trust my own abilities…’ P.8, ll198-9

‘…this was a brilliant learning curve…’ P.9, ll222-3

‘..if I can cope with this client… I can cope with anything counselling can throw at me!’ P.11, ll308-9



ANXIETY
The student feels anxiety, caused by several aspects of their training. 

‘…it’s very difficult to find a placement and if you do, it’s hard to make sure that it’s professional…’ P1, ll10-12

‘…you might have a particular client group you want to, or… want not to work with…’ P2, ll28-9

‘I got cold remembering the panic…’ P.6, l149

‘…doing this… worrying because you also had to do that…’ P.8, 202-3

‘I…felt really chaotic, confused…’ P.8, l204

‘The placement said do one thing… the course said don’t do that, do… the polar opposite.’ P6, ll139-40

BLACK AND WHITE THINKING
They only acknowledge extremes, there is no middle ground.
‘The main thing is they can be just that, good or bad…’ P1, l6

‘…good placements recognise this and provide support. In better placements there’s also a good supply of clients without the trainee being ‘put on…’’ P2, ll40-1
‘…the chance to see generic clients… in bad placements none of the above are in evidence…’ P3, ll46-47

‘In a good placement there’s a win/win situation…’ P4, l72

‘I knew it was going to be brilliant…’ P4, ll85-6

‘I’ve had several placements which were good and some that were bad…’ P4, ll79-80
FEELING SUPPORTED OR UNSUPPORTED 
The student needs approval or reassurance that they’re doing the right thing.
‘I’ve had situations where tutors are helpful…’ P1, ll22-3

‘Others, though just let you get on with it and that can be hard.’ P1, ll24-5

‘…good placements recognise this and provide support’ P2, ll39-40

‘That made me feel so used… unappreciated.’ P3, ll 62-3

‘I felt part of the team…’ P4, ll86-7

‘Had a library of counselling books that we could take out…’ P4, ll92-3

‘…they were totally supportive… this support helped me feel safe enough to process theory into practice.’ P5, ll96-8

‘They valued us…’ P.5, ll116-7

‘I had a difficult time because of… a lack of communication.’ P6, ll137-8

‘Not really much support…’ P.7, l167

‘I needed more support with my first client…’ P.8, l193

‘She gave me freedom to be… independent, but supported.’ P.8, ll196-8

‘That undervalues what we do.’ P.10, ll272-3

‘…with my supervisor’s support… the supervisor was so important to this, held it together with me.’ P.11, ll305-6
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