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As part of my Counselling Skills course, I was asked to record a session to evidence my use of counselling skills during a session with another. Sutton & Stewart (2013, p.78) explain that ‘some counsellors find it useful to audio tape sessions as a way of monitoring their performance, evaluating their interventions, and for the purpose of receiving constructive feedback’, and I wholeheartedly agree that it has proved to be helpful. Watching myself back has cast light onto shadows of my work which I genuinely could not see before.

The moment I begin watching the recording of myself using counselling skills with Karen, I identify an area that I feel needs work - the speed in which I talk. Nelson-Jones (2016, p.65) says that ‘speaking clearly and relatively slowly may help to create a calm environment’. Not only would speaking slower perhaps create more calm for myself and the client, it would also allow me more thinking time. Watching oneself back isn’t a task that you look forward to doing, however I am immediately rewarded by doing so as I am shown exactly where improvements can be made to my practise. 

During the contracting stage of the session with Karen, I cover three bases; space, confidentiality & time. I feel comfortable that these covered all that was necessary for the type of session that we had. Later in the session, it becomes evident that we have met previously for similar sessions and so this is a continuation. Had it been a first session, I would have expected to evidence a mutual discussion on expectations.
When briefing on the space and covid measures, I’m pleased to see that I seek Karen’s agreement of what has been discussed by asking ‘are you comfortable?’ (Recording, 00:35) I ensure that a flexible approach is given by suggesting that Karen can change her mind and put her mask on at any point or ask to move to a space to provide more distance. With the pandemic seeing peaks and troughs, I’m proud to have offered this flexible approach to her in a professional manner. 
When discussing confidentiality (00:38), I list the names and roles of the people who are there in person during the recording and also those who could possibly watch it.  By providing the details of their names and roles, rather than being vague, Karen is given transparency which I feel helps gain trust between us in the helper/helpee relationship.
I touch upon the occasions when I would be duty bound to share information with anyone else, in fear of Karen harming herself or anyone else (00:58). I sense that I touched on this too briefly and that I could rehearse a more solid warning for any future sessions, so to ensure that the client is completely understanding of the boundaries of this area.
I end the contracting stage with, ‘We’ve got thirty minutes today, so feel free to share when you’re ready’ (01:10). Nelson-Jones discusses session ‘door openers’ in his chapter, Permissions To Talk. (2016, p.65). He says that ‘permissions to talk are brief statements inviting helpees to tell their stories and indicating that you are prepared to listen’. I feel that my invite to Karen was open, patient, considerate and prompted a successful response from Karen.  I would use the same phrasing again. 

From the invite for to talk, Karen talks for eight minutes (01:11 – 09:23). My attunement at the time felt that Karen needed this time to offload and vent, however even so, I recall feeling some discomfort during Karen’s talking, worrying that I wasn’t doing enough or being active enough in the discussion.  When Karen came to a natural end, I followed up with a mid-session summary, which felt necessary given the monologue that had come before. I’m reassured by Nelson-Jones (2016, p.68), ‘if helpees have had a lengthy period of talking, you can summarise to establish your presence and make the helping more two-way’. The summary allowed me to recap what had been discussed and ensure that Karen felt heard. I notice that during this summary, I touched upon metaphor that Karen had used herself, which proved to her that I had been listening intently. 
Karen first used the metaphor ‘mould the clay’ (06:09) to describe creative learning. At 09:27, I began exploring the metaphor further; ‘plenty of water, plenty of clay and it was really creative, and it sounds as if you really enjoyed watching somebody flourish in their creativity’. This brought visuals to the conversation and supported the idea that Karen relished seeing her colleague being naturally creative and experimental. Noting Karen’s wider discussion of her differences with her management, I juxtaposed the metaphor of making pottery by hand with the idea of her management preferring ‘a factory process…a lot less creativity, more rigid structures’. Karen’s response to these ideas were positive and encouraging and I found the use of metaphor during the session to be powerful. "Neuroscience research shows that more brain centres light up in response to metaphor than any other form of human communication forming new neural pathways". (Levin and Modell, 1997). I went on to use metaphor for a second time during the session, again using something that Karen has introduced herself. Using a metaphor that the client has presented seems to work well, as they are things that resonate with them. Karen recounts a vision that she had of the ‘old fashioned punch cartoons’ (Recording, 20:09) which illustrated the elitism that she feels exists within the archival community. During the closing summary, I revisit it; ‘You mentioned puppets […] and I’m getting this feeling, tell me if I'm wrong, it's almost as if […] you’re taking their hands off those wooden sticks and saying “hang on, put those sticks down”’ (Recording, 26:29) During the summary, I recap on Karen’s new found empowerment and strength and this metaphor helps me to do that. By taking control of the wooden sticks that control the giant punch man that she described earlier, it brings her growth to life. My regret here is that I didn’t use the same wording as Karen used herself; she referred to the figures as ‘punch cartoons’ whereas I called them puppets. I think it would have helped to have used the same name for them as ‘modern research has revealed that it’s parrot-phrasing[…] that pays.  You should use the person’s own words, not yours, for best effect’ (Coaching Confidence, 2010)
The practical boundary of time was one that evidently affected this recorded session. I ensured that Karen was aware of thirty minutes that we had during the contracting stage but without a clock in clear view, I struggled to manage the time and resorted to looking at my phone timer on the floor (Recording, 25:29) Fortunately this was well timed to start the summary but had it not been, I would have struggled to re-enter the discussion back to the same point as I had ‘left’ the conversation momentarily and was no longer engaged in active listening. Green is reassuring in her comments ‘it is part of the counsellor’s work to manage this time appropriately and so as they become more skillful they will be able to do this with greater effect’ (2010, p.22) Having seen the impact of this interruption on the recording, going forward, I will invest in a clock which will sit somewhere behind the client, so the time can be discretely checked.
Egan succinctly provides non-verbal guidelines for the helper, through the acronym ‘SOLER’ (2013, p.77). Looking at my own non-verbal language during the recording, I think I am successful in facing the client ‘squarely’, occasionally leaning into her and maintaining eye contact throughout. Work is needed however, to present an open posture as I had my legs crossed for the duration of the session. Egan suggests that ‘crossed legs can be signs of lessened involvement with or availability to others’. The last guideline of SOLER is to be relaxed and natural. I notice that I was rocking from side to side in my chair intermittently, most profoundly between 15:00-18:00. This is a habit I have since having children and one that I’m not aware of doing at the time.  Although I don’t recall being nervous or agitated during the recorded session, I can see that this could be considered as fidgety and distracting. This is an area that I would seek feedback upon, to check if others perceive my posture and rocking to be open enough for therapy sessions. 

There are not many instances of silence during my recording with Karen. At 22:58, Karen finishes talking and we hold a five second silence which I break. Sutton & Stewart (2013, p.92) would consider this ‘reading the silence’.  I used my attunement to read Karen’s non-verbal signals and I could tell that she was not looking to reflect further on her last point; to have continued to hold the silence would have been forced and uncomfortable on this occasion. I do note however that there are other times when I could use silence as a ‘minimal encourager’ (Sutton & Stewart, 2013, p.92) to allow the helpee to reflect. I’m aware that I hold some awkward feelings towards silence during sessions which stems back to my own personal experience of having therapy. Years ago, when sitting in silence with a counsellor, I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to hold a silence and so I assumed that it was because they had nothing to say due to a blank moment or perhaps boredom. I now understand the importance of silence and try and measure it with ‘gut reaction’ (p.93) rather than a timer.

I ask fewer than ten questions during the session, and I am confident that they are well spaced out and interspersed with paraphrasing, which avoids Karen feeling interrogated. At 22:09, I ask an open question and try and steer the discussion in a different direction:
Jodie: I’m thinking back to past sessions that we’ve had where you’ve mentioned standing up for the underdog […] you like to nurture them a little bit?
Karen: Yeah I am a nurturer and I suppose, I haven’t really ever really stood up for what it right for me. But this is me personally, but it also affects other people as well. I’ve always been champion of the underdog but now I’m thinking “you’re offending my values” 
This question is not successful because although Karen willingly continues to talk, she does not actually explore the question of nurturing that I ask. Evidently Karen needs to spend more time exploring the previous topics of the change within herself. My question is also too loose and isn’t direct enough to channel her down the path that I was pursuing; I mention the underdog and then nurturing, whereas in hindsight I should have focused on one thing rather than cloud the question with more.
The session with Karen is heavy with narrative and I found that we spent a lot of time looking back. This appears to be a comfortable space for the client and inviting them to visit the present moment sparks vulnerability. Because of this, I found it a daring task to ask Karen to come to the now. I used immediacy to ask:
Jodie: ‘I wonder what that feels like for you right now?’ 
Karen: *brief moment of reflection* ‘I’m actually quite proud of myself actually’ *smiles* (Recording, 18:06)
It was rewarding to assess Karen’s current feelings and it created a nice moment for her to congratulate herself. I have no doubt that we could have filled the entire session with narrative of past experiences, so using immediacy felt necessary and was ‘inviting the client to explore what is happening [now], with a view to developing a more productive working relationship’, Sutton & Stewert (2013, p.144) It was a nice moment to have shared with Karen, in the present moment. I can appreciate how these moments help create congruence in a helper helpee relationship.

Paraphrasing is a powerful tool with Karen, as it gently nudges thoughts on, allowing for a continued flow of discussion. An example of good use of paraphrasing during the recording is at 13:25 : 
Jodie: These rules feel quite archaic? 
Karen: Yeah absolutely, that’s exactly the right word I’d use too, definitely. 
I managed to find the perfect word for what Karen had been describing and her response shows that she felt that I understood her and she was being heard. 

A less successful example of my paraphrasing skills appears at 12:57, when I say ‘inclusivity is important to you’.  This follows Karen having talked specifically about inclusivity and how it is a strong value of hers. Paraphrasing should be ‘repeating back your understanding of the material that has been brought by the client, using your own words’ (Counselling Tutor, 2021) Rather than re-phrase what Karen has said to me, using my own words, I basically repeated what she had said back to her. I find that I have stated the obvious and my comment is unuseful to the session. Karen possibly would not feel heard from this comment.
At the time of recording, I was confident that I was using interventions to guide the discussion down the right path, but I am less confident having listened back to it. At the beginning of the session (17:21) Karen mentions the possibility of leaving her job because the community do not align with her values. This is a significant suggestion, given that she later mentions that she has been in the same job for 20 years. This is not discussed again, and we pursue a course of conversation focused upon her newfound feelings of empowerment and courage. On reflection, I should have looped back to this point during the closing summary, as it forms part of the bigger picture in Karen’s life. The recording proves to be quite revealing to me as without it, I would never have seen this blind spot in my work. The recording provides a metaphorical magnifying mirror to my work (Bassot, 2016) and I feel like I will be far more aware in future sessions, as a result of this lesson.

Although I feel that I summarised the session fairly well, I also feel that the close of the session was abrupt. My session close was: ‘You're at a time in your life where you feel the strength to challenge […] and we're going to see how it's going to go. So we are going to end the session there, thank you very much and I’ll see you next week’. (Recording, 26:50)
I can see how sessions would benefit from the use of a client-helper owned framework.  Having focused primarily on person-centred therapy, I listened to the client’s issue and used counselling skills to assist but without a plan to move forward, the session felt fruitless and unrewarding. At the time of recording, I remember feeling that the close felt like a ‘hot-potato’. Karen had offloaded her problem and was seeking help but without being able to solve the problem for her, or enabling her to solve her own problem yet, I was only able to hand the ‘hot-potato’ back to her without any strategy. I felt unhelpful and unprofessional and imagine that Karen felt deserted. 
Using a model such as Egan’s (2013, p.221) Four Key Problem-Management Process, would encourage the helper to openly discuss the stage of discussion and move through them during a session. Looking critically at my session with Karen against Egan’s model, we discussed the ‘Problem’ stage well and looked at ‘Outcomes’ briefly but failed to enter the ‘Plan’ stage and definitely had no ‘Action’. I would feel better next time, if able to consult a framework to allow for a better-rounded session. In addition to a framework, I would perhaps look to thank the client for sharing and end with an agreement for the next session, to ensure that the client feels held. 

This recording has been enlightening to my practise. I genuinely feel as though I am now better equipped to improve my counselling skills because of watching this.
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