


Throughout my three years as a psychology and counselling student, I have acquired knowledge of both the theatrical and practical elements of counselling. In addition to the importance of self-awareness and self-reflection (Bennett-Levy, 2019) and the ethical framework of BACP (2018) and the BPS (2018). During this time I had the opportunity to work on my counselling skills and participated in practical sessions with my fellow students.  In the first two years of my studies, these counselling skills were carried out within the psychology laboratories and conducted face-to-face. However, in the final year of my degree, this has not been possible due to the Covid 19 pandemic, therefore the reflexive counselling module has been delivered online. This has provided me with a new and challenging experience. 
Despite the challenges of online-based studies the opportunity to further expand my skills as being invaluable and to work with individuals that I had not previously worked with has added to this experience. Furthermore, the time between this year’s and last year’s modules has highlighted to me how some of the skills have become deeper rooted and my ability to utilise them effectively is more apparent. However, this is not the case for all the skills as some as they require constant monitoring and reflecting as they do not come as naturally to me. As part of the reflexive counselling module, I was required to participate in a 20-minute video recording to demonstrate my counselling skills, this recording also provided me with the opportunity to reflect on my skills. In order, to reflect effectively I have used the Gibbs cycle of reflection (Gibbs, 2005). 
At the start of the recording, I made the client aware of the observers and that the session was being recorded. I believe this to be vital to help to establish a safe and secure therapeutic environment but also is a requirement of the ethical framework (West, 2002). Additionally, without a secure environment, it would be impossible to establish any therapeutic relational depth (Wiggins et al.,2012).  Furthermore, I also referred to the previous week’s session, I believe this also facilitates a safe and familiar environment which allows the client to regain comfortability sooner within the session and helps to prevent repetition so more progress is achieved. However, it also allows the client to reflect on any changes or progress they have made in addition to being able to discuss any reoccurring issues. Although this was the third session with the client I feel that the fact the video recording was taking place impacted on my comfortability which also impacted on the clients, this is apparent to me as the session did not flow as naturally as previous ones.
The client was a 36-year-old female who presented with anxiety, as this was the third session I was aware of this before the recording.  Throughout the recording, I maintain a calm and natural persona this is critical as it creates a warm and friendly environment for the client and aids in the possibility of therapeutic relational depth, although this was not achieved it would always be an important goal. I also feel that achieving therapeutic relation depth would be harder as the session was carried out remotely using the internet. Despite therapeutic relational depth not being achieved I feel that by creating this calm environment it allowed the client to dig deep and disclose issues of a sensitive nature if she wished.  By encouraging this healthy therapeutic environment I believe the client was able to speak freely and it allowed the session to flow coherently. An additional, benefit to a calm approach is it provides the client with the opportunity to feel they are being heard. However, a counselling skill that can be difficult to include is appropriate silences, historically I have always struggled with this as I feel it can be awkward and seem as though I am not sure what to say nevertheless, I have always understood the importance of their inclusion as allowing appropriate silences gives the client more time to think deeply and perhaps the counsellor the opportunity to pick up on a deeper thought or a theme within the client. Although I have noticed an improvement in my comfortability with appropriate silences within the session, I am aware that this might be due to the online delivery providing some comfort (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). 
Restating is one of the skills I find most difficult to implement as I am mindful not to sound patronising, this is a skill I did use in my recording but its presence was minimal. I understand the importance of restating as it demonstrates to the client that they are being heard (Rautalinko, 2013). Within the recording, it is clear to me that my preference is to use my paraphrasing skills over restating this does not surprise me as paraphrasing has always felt more comfortable to implement. By paraphrasing, I feel it demonstrates to the client that not only have they been heard but have also been understood. However, I recognise there is always a danger when paraphrasing or misinterpreting what has been said which can lead to a negative impact on the therapeutic relationship (Rautalinko, 2013). I recognise a need to continue to work on my restating skills to limit the possibility of incorrectly paraphrasing or potentially provoking emotions or subject matters that the client does not want to explore and sometimes a simple restating can just reassure the client that I am present and engaged in the session. Additionally, restating takes less time than paraphrasing so I must continue to work on this, as when utilised well it can be very beneficial. 
During the session I made use of the metaphor “it sounds like you have a lot on your plate” I felt that this was a good reference to make as it was a further way to demonstrate to the client that I hear her and understand what she is telling me. I believe by using this metaphor I was helping the client to summarise her concerns into one simple sentence which can be reassuring as it feels less overwhelming than just reiterating everything she has said. Despite the inclusion of this metaphor, there may have been an opportunity to introduce more within the session, however, I feel that too many could be overbearing (Tay, 2014).
Within the recording the client expressed feeling the way she does now on previous occasions, I encouraged her to draw on old coping strategies that had helped her in the past, I believe this was a good suggestion as it is a way of highlighting that she has been through this before and was able to cope. The suggestion of drawing on these coping techniques is an underlying way of highlighting an inner strength within the client that they may not have recognised. I also referred to self-care techniques but allowed the client to address these herself and find ways to implement them. This is important as the approach is not telling the client what to do but making helpful productive suggestions of coping strategies whilst the client remains in control (Skovholt & Trotter-Mathison, 2014). 
During the recording I display good use of minimal encourages in the form of nodding my head and slight vocalisations, these minimal encourages can help to build a good therapeutic relationship and create a warm environment where the client does not feel judged.  However, due to the video recording and the proximity of my camera, it was difficult to display good use of all my SOLER skills as the rest of my body was not visible. I was able to demonstrate that I was engaged in the conversation as my focus was on the screen and remained so (Skovholt, & Trotter-Mathison, 2014). Unfortunately, I was unable to display an open posture as the camera was focused too closely this could have impacted the comfortability of the client. Furthermore, although I had lent in towards the camera it is unclear if this would have been noted by the client and could also impact how engaged I appeared. Although my focus remained on the client it was hard to demonstrate good eye contact through a screen. I maintained a relaxed and composed nature throughout the recording, however it was difficult to demonstrate all these skills I have obtained due to the mode of delivery. I believe that I implemented the SOLER skills to the best of my ability given the circumstances except for an open posture as it was hard to lean into the camera and retain an open posture (Hough, 2006). Furthermore, on reflection of the recording, it appears that I was positioned quite close to the camera this could be quite off-putting for the client and could harm the session. If I was to complete counselling skills again online I would ensure that I was positioned in a less encroaching manner to encourage and maintain a comfortable environment.
I made some good use of questions is an effective way to get the client to think deeply, I think my ability to time these questions have improved from last year, and including a miracle question just before the summary allowed ending the session on a hopeful note. I believe this to be a good scenario to end on as it is quite possible that the client feels more optimistic than they previously did. Additionally, this demonstrated my awareness of solution-focused therapy although miracle questions are useful they can also cause concern if the client is unable to find a solution, (Bill, 2012). However, miracle questions are beneficial to encourage goals that the client can work on before the next session, so they can continue to improve their situation and maintain control over their life (Phipps, 2019).
Towards the end of the session, I ensured that the client was aware that the session was coming to an end for it not to feel rushed. I also provided a summary of what had been said which I believe offers the client further reassurance that they had been heard throughout the session. On reflection of the recording, I feel I could have included additional references to what the client had said but I was conscious not to overload and re-burden the client with the things she had discussed. In addition, to the summary, I also allowed the client to discuss anything further before the session ended this is an appropriate way to end a session as it ensures the client that you are there to help them and do not want them to feel rushed. Furthermore, it allows the client to address any further issues they have before the session ends, perhaps they had forgotten to address something earlier and a simple question can remind them. 
I believe throughout the session I maintained a good rapport with the client as the client disclosed very personal issues to me, this demonstrated a good level of comfortability. I feel this is because I displayed empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence (core conditions) to the best of my ability, but could also demonstrate a comfortability I have established with the client due to her being a classmate of mine for the last 3 years. The structure of the session was clear as a beginning, middle and end were established.
Despite, the improvements I have made from last year I understand that I still have many to be made, in addition to maintaining the skills I have already obtained. Going forward I would like to further improve my restating abilities as I am aware that there were possibly missed opportunities within the session as I relied on my paraphrasing skills instead. Additionally, my use of metaphors could be improved despite the effective use of them there could have been utilised more effectively. Furthermore, I would like to work on my eye contact as this year it was difficult to practice this as participating online does not provide this opportunity.  Overall, I feel that my counselling skills have improved this year, and completing the sessions online it has provided a different opportunity. However, for progression purposes and for the benefit of any future clients I understand the importance of continuing my development with counselling. Also, I recognise that improvements can always be made and despite understanding the core skills being able to adapt to each client is vital.
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