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Not at all, it’s interesting to hear what you have to say. You mentioned earlier on that you’ve had both good and bad experiences of counsellor  placements, can you tell me more about the difference?





 
	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, I have had quite a long involvement with placements, good and bad over many years of training and I still volunteer in a placement now.  I think that...that is it, really, yes, the main thing is they can be just that, good or bad and depending on whether you have a good, or a bad experience, this can colour the whole of your learning experience, certainly, and possibly even colour your future career as a counsellor.
The first thing is, of course, is that it’s very difficult to get a placement and if you do, it’s hard to make sure that it’s professional, that within it you are using counselling practices, not counselling skills, in other words that you’re working in a one-to-one, private, contracted counselling arrangement.  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!
So, I’m thinking as I say that...that the trick is to get ahead of the game, but it’s not that easy because you can’t get into a placement until you’ve reached an acceptable standard and we all get there around the same time so it becomes a bit of a scrap for places, really…. In my experience, I’ve had situations where tutors are helpful – have a list of approved placements, etc., and  take time to talk to you about your choice…etc.   Others, though just let you get on with it and that can be hard…. Some courses even expect you to have a placement before you get on the course and that is nigh impossible because placements are loath to take you until you‘re on a course.
And there are further difficulties...you might have a particular client group you want to, or...want not to work with... and that  makes it more difficult.  Some courses also expect you to work wholly with the orientation of the course and this doesn’t always work.  Stop me if I’m going on, I could talk about this all day...
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	Good counselling placements have strong assessment procedures, a stepped approach to referring clients to trainee counsellors, um...good induction procedures…pay expenses…provide training…provide supervision.  

This is a high challenge... so good placements…um…recognise this and provide support.  In better placements, there’s also a good supply of clients without a trainee being ‘put on’ and expected to take on too much.  Going even beyond that…in a very few placements there is the chance to see generic clients and that’s also good for gaining experience with differing client presenting issues.

On the other hand, in bad placements, none of the above are in evidence, volunteers can be seen as unpaid  labour, there’ no assessment, seemingly no equitable referral to trainees, with some with 3 clients and some with 25 … yes 25! …with no obvious reason as to why this should be.  I’ve had  phone calls from the counselling co-ordinator at 7.30 p.m. on a Friday night asking me to make sure that I contact a new client within 24-hours – crazy – and for no remuneration!

The counselling rooms can be a mess, not available, not confidential, I’ve had to clear a space for me and the client to be able to sit down…move equipment out of the way….staff can also be loose with confidentiality, especially receptionists, etc., and perhaps more surprisingly, managers.  And...I’ll shock you with this one – volunteering all year, around 4 clients a week, most weeks, being invited to the Christmas lunch, but the volunteers had to pay, whilst the paid staff got their meal free.  Isn’t that ridiculous? That made me feel so used…unappreciated.
	

	Perhaps you could describe how the placement changed your life?
	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.

The thing, is, they [trainers] can teach us, technically, all they like ….but, my god… it’s not until you sit there, in front of real clients that you really start learning …. A steep learning curve indeed.
	

	
	In a good placement there’s a win/win situation going on…um….Client gets to see someone…doesn’t have to wait six months or longer…the client is also quite well looked after…most trainees are very keen, they have to be, because if we don’t get through the placement experience then we don’t get through the course, it’s as simple as that, so we trainees benefit, placement benefits, course benefits, client benefits…it’s a win/win situation all round. I’ve had several placements which were good and some that were bad….now in ##### that was a brilliant placement, everyone wanted to get in there, because it has a good reputation.

My tutor helped me get this placement… I had a previous bad placement… a bad start, a very bad start…I’ll come to that later, But looking at the positives for a second, I knew it was going to be brilliant at #### and….it was brilliant, I felt part of the team….included, I went to staff meetings…was made to feel part of the organisation.  There was regular training…it’s bartering really–I gave hours, they gave supervision and training….I loved it there and learned so much, there were so many people there  who’d done this thing that I was trying to do….they could show me the ropes….they tried hard, even had a library of counselling books that we could take out when doing assignments… some of these were new…. Would’ve been expensive to buy….that was thoughtful…showed that they appreciated that we had a course to do as well as volunteering…and…they were totally supportive….[short silence]…This support helped me feel safe enough to process theory into practice. There were regular meetings between all the volunteers, so I got to know people from other courses and hear about how their course was working and the principles they were working by, group supervision was also good for that because there were four of us in a group and we all came from different courses with different ideas….that was such a rich learning environment.  Supervision…especially...was a strength of this placement…The quality of supervision enabled me to work with some clients with multiple and complex needs and the supervision group…particularly.. enabled me to grow personally and professionally…Much personal/professional development occurs…um…through supervision, there is no doubt about that…and um….. I got more from group situations, yet I felt more at ease in individual supervision…so a mixture of both is ideal….There were always plenty of clients, but I wasn’t inundated, self-care…and…pacing yourself as a new counsellor were encouraged…we had mindfulness training, they just looked after us really, I suppose that’s the way to sum it up.  They valued us…and…I think that they recognised that doing a course and being on placement can be a hard experience, very busy, time management is difficult.  When everything works like that, then the placement is a fantastic thing.  I see it as  kinda…um… a rite of passage I suppose…..This was also a stepping-stone to employment for me as I gave them as a reference to show that I had experience as well as academic qualifications, yes it was a pleasure…a real pleasure to work there…and…I’m very much still in contact with them, we’ve helped each other out recently as it happens, I’ll always keep in touch, I owe them really…it was an important part of my journey as a counsellor. I felt comfortable there…a nurturing environment…a counsellor making environment….good stuff.  Yes…it changed my life.

But bad experiences…yes…I’ve had those as well, like being treated differently as a volunteer which I described earlier… and well there was one placement where…um…well…..here…well, let’s just say that….it didn’t live up to my expectations…I took a long time to settle there, never settled really….such a lack of communication and understanding really…understanding of the situation that a trainee is in, sandwiched between course and placement. I had a difficult time because…of…eh…a lack of communication…where each [course/placement] said different things. The placement said do one thing…the course said don’t do that, do the other, the polar opposite. I went with neither…I did what I felt was right…I was the one in the room with the client, after all.  Looking back, I must have been a nightmare for them as well, mind, I started complaining straight away, it was...it started immediately, it was first about the quantity, nature and level of my first referral. So, then, I was given only straight-forward bereavement cases, you know, there was no middle ground with them…you said that…so now we will do this….childish really….and what do you do if you’re not getting referrals?…I go cold remembering the panic...so…yes  finding a placement is easier where course providers offer contact lists … and/or recommend suitable organisations, but then, of course, it's not just about finding a placement, it’is about whether you are ready…and then you may be ready….but not sure if you’re able…there’s a difference between being ready and being able, although I’m not sure that that is always recognised.  I’m not sure I was ready, or able, and anyway, my start was very slow……I’d no clients for the first three months and then…when I had one…the presenting issues were far above those I could’ve been expected to work with given my level of training and experience…not a good start...I remember the placement provider asked if I felt confident…What, I wondered, was the correct response? ……… “Yes”/“No”/“Maybe”.  How did I really feel?  I felt absolutely terrified.  Terrified!
The way I felt prior to seeing my first client can best be described as sheer fright… this was in ####, no, so, you know…. Not really much support ...I felt very strange…Would I be good enough?  Who was I? Was this really me? I shouldn’t be…here…doing this!  Was I going to do this? Could I actually do this? Who was this person in front of me [client]?  I was confronted by an unknown person… um…. they were experiencing problems as yet unknown…It could’ve been anything…So many unknowns...who I was...who they were...but most unfortunately…at that point…I felt the level of my ability was the greatest unknown… everything I’d ever, ever, learnt about skills flashed before my eyes…I swear….but I couldn’t make sense of any of it … sheer panic…but…do you know….Once I started to contract I felt a strange calm come over me and realised I had to trust the process, I had to trust me…. And then….there we go…..Within fifty minutes she had shared things she’d never told anyone else…and…I was just surprised…just surprised, really…and…pleased…um…at how positive the process was for both of us…Having worried about my reflections and responses…the client began with little input from me and just let go of all the pain that had built up…I realised that the hard work being done was hers…not mine.  But I do think that a mentoring side could come to the fore when students see their first client…. You know, for example, my first client was referred for bereavement counselling….but was psychologically well…my second was suffering from depression…and…was very anxious even prior to her loss...even after twelve months was not engaging with friends...or accepting that he’d gone.  But I needed more support with my first client because…well, I’d not done it before, had I?  .

My supervisor describes her role as having ‘helicopter’ abilities, hovering overhead.   She gave me freedom to do my thing, to be creative in my work and be independent, but supported…and…this meant that I began to trust my own abilities and the counselling process.  But that sort of training cannot be all plain sailing, we’re dealing with humans and humans in troubled circumstances …and…it’s all so busy, mad, really, dashing here…doing this…worrying because you also had to do that...There was um one time in particular where I…er…felt really chaotic, confused, um … a bit of an identity crisis, I suppose you could say, so many roles, all at once….Student…and….Trainee…… …….and….. Supervisee…all at once…with everyone expecting different things of me…Which one was I?  I didn’t know…Where was the person I was before training? I’d glimpsed the Therapist I hoped to become…but as I gained professional identity…I seemed to lose…my…sense of self”.  All these, constantly changing contexts got to me as priorities of one system just so conflicted with another, each with specific…and…conflicting expectations of me. I was working well....you know…eh….but …..I was all of these things, so many things, partner….. mother…....daughter…..student…….volunteer……supervisee…and somewhere…squeezed between them all…somewhere was...me!  It took me a long time to untangle all that, I was processing it for a very long time…until I felt comfortable with myself and my identity again......And on top of all that, at the same time really, I also found the client-base particularly challenging…but looking back I appreciate this was a brilliant learning curve…enhanced my social awareness…and…formed a…um…strong political belief I carry forward with me, I really do…that is definitely where these beliefs and…and many of my.….current values came from.  Something else that came up for me was also difficult, when a suspicion that I’d had for a long time, on…and…off, become apparent when...when 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. This threw me…um….I realised this had always been the case. It took a lot of soul-searching…but I eventually sorted it out. This was difficult, but I was better for the experience, but was always afraid of their reaction…that it might change their opinion of me.  
The other thing, is that Leaders are…so important….in setting workplace culture….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…..about supervision when talking to paid staff members…, he stood there…and…ranted…..“[He said]…You mean you just sit and talk [you know…he was doing that….quotation thing in the air…“”] to a client for an hour…then you spend another hour talking [same hand movement] to someone else about the hour you spent talking [same hand movement]?  Two hours just sitting talking [same hand movement]  …can’t we cut down the talking [same hand movement]”…the supervision?  I understood how this concept related in financial terms and the implication of this..... Yet another incident in this placement was really weird…..Staff were smart…wearing…um…designer suits, etc… you know, real designer jobs now…the real mcoy, and then... then….this…day they suggested, no announced that volunteers had to wear the organisation’s sweatshirts!...I was incensed…the stark difference in how both groups would look, were we, as volunteers seen as lower in status then? We were all working together, but talk about status….a class thing….What a surprise to find this in this environment!  I was just furious…but then, when I told my supervisor…she had a completely different view….she suggested that maybe it was not quite the way it seemed…she felt this was more an attempt to cut down on volunteers’ expenditure so that they didn’t have to buy work clothes….It still rankles me though…I’m still not sure…not convinced…I feel that there was more behind it than that…..especially as it was shortly after this that we were asked to pay for our Christmas lunch …. It's bad, all that, isn’t it? We keep the place going…really…too many clients for paid staff…we need hours… Strange situation… It’s not as if they…[Staff]…aren’t getting paid…they get paid…we pay to work and no-one comments we [paid/nonpaid counsellors] just carry on working alongside each other…but..no-one really recognises that we do the same job…but they get paid…we don’t…that undervalues what we do…has anyone researched that?  You know…friends…family…question the value of what I’m doing…because it doesn’t um bring in…money, but do you know, having said all that, I had a fantastic opportunity to practice my skills and I was lucky…because they let me work more hours, so I owe them…really…I owe them big time and you know, no organisation is perfect, are they? 
It was often hard…and a bit…you know…I’m not sure if it was quite OK…you know?  But at the time I didn’t know any better….e.g., I was given a list…told to work through them as quickly as possible…I was concerned that someone at the bottom could be desperate…I worked extra hours…I could’ve said…eh…something…I should’ve…it wasn’t…um…right because on the other hand, when I had an optimum workload of around three clients, when the workload was OK, when I felt comfortable with the amount/type of clients, when I wasn’t scared that someone down the line was getting worse, then this resulted in creativity and high energy levels, this enabled me to test my skills…and…made me keen for more clients, yes … three clients were enough for me to feel motivated...yet know I was coping…and…hours grew nicely.

I tried to do a kind’ve assessment, but…no CORE…or anything, I don’t think anyone knew anything about clients until they were sat in front of the counsellor…and…some clients were so complicated…eh…one client was particularly complex...she’d been diagnosed with bi-polar…but seemed to display multiple personality..Looking back...it was a learning experience...but, very difficult, and if it hadn’t been handled properly...if I hadn’t had a switched on, supportive supervisor [external to the...the placement..the internal supervisor was useless in this placement] who helped met, it would’ve finished me and you know, with my supervisor’s support…the supervisor was so important in this, held it together with me, so that we [trainee/client] worked at relational depth for ages…and I came away from that thinking, well, if I can cope with this client...I can cope with anything counselling can throw at me!  A hang-over from the placement though, is that working for nothing for years made it difficult to charge clients…it feels wrong somehow…not empathic...yet to be congruent…not to charge once qualified denigrates the service and profession.  I had one really bad example of this, which I think has led to...that I find it hard to charge for counselling now, I mean because…She [client] spent much of….the counselling hour... explaining how she was struggling to make ends meet…I ended up seeing her for nothing…ironic…as this was my first chance ...er...my first real chance to get paid for what I was doing…and this having already given 184 hours for free at ####…I was also struggling to make ends meet…but thought…how can I charge when if she was at…[placement]…it would be free?...I’m not sure how that crossover between working for nothing…and…charging…occurs…I failed at my first attempt and even after that, I often feel that I have to try harder…fix…I…suppose…because…now…because I’m paid…I have to…have to earn it...really earn it, it’s hard to get rid of that feeling that I have to sing for my supper............

The non-existence of quality assurance systems for placements has to be addressed…it’s so important and it’s not fair that through, no fault of their own, some get much better placement experiences than others.  I would also bring it into the system, make it more a part of what is going on, because really it’s at the heart of it all…yet…strangely removed from it.

So to sum up, some good times, some difficult times, but an experience I’ll never forget…..I’ll never forget that moment when I knew  I really knew that the counselling process works…I never looked back…and it was the counselling placement that facilitated that. Because, there is no doubt about it, some skills I brought into counselling…some I learned through training…some from reading…but I learned most from clients in my placement…just doing it…by just being there and doing it, I learnt how to work with clients….invaluable experience really….but then I did a lot for them too, I worked for months for nothing…my biggest learning though, strangely, was personal, in that through listening to clients openly expressing emotions…I began to take more notice of my own feelings…started becoming more comfortable in actually telling friends...family how I felt…not…‘yes…I’m fine’...when actually...I was feeling down.  That has been a big change for me, gaining confidence and feeling safe to tell my supervisor that I’d a long-standing issue with authority figures was invaluable…I was able to get this out of my system when liaising with ‘professionals’ which will help  my career… I’ve met fellow trainees…made lots of friends, I’ve learnt about my own process…and…counselling ability…so like life in general really…a variety of experiences…good…and…bad, but it’s what you make it, what you take from it....Really, it’s just like that...is it a song…or a poem...I don’t know...but it’s so apt about the counsellor placement and that saying is that ‘when it’s good it's very, very good, but when it’s bad, it’s horrid..............good or horrid, either very good, or very bad....and I have had experience of both – but I survived to tell the tale, to sit here…talk to you about it today.  The important thing is that as well...and I suppose I should touch on this…the placement gives a service to counselling, to clients, to communities and to courses.  It’s balanced between them all....and really, and this is also the crux of it...there is no alternative is there?  You can’t get a job until you qualify, but you have to work counselling hours to qualify, enter the placement into the scenario of counsellor training.  Another thing, just one more thing as I’m aware of the time, you don’t see much written about the placement, do you? .....it’s hardly ever mentioned at all, really....we just go...we go and do it....off we go...sent off from the course to practice what they’ve taught us and we come back and show them how we’ve developed…and we’ve become counsellors…I suppose.....really front-line stuff...much of the time we aren’t dealing with someone who has lost a piece of jewellery, we’re dealing with real, sometimes life-threatening situations and circumstances…and…the question then, I suppose…is….er…the…question then is actually…is this work valued?...Are we valued?...Is the placement valued?
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