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I recently took part in a recorded counselling session and provided below will be my evaluation and analysis on my use of skills. The session took place online due to current COVID-19 restrictions in place. For this reflective commentary I will be following the framework from the Gibbs reflective model (Gibbs, 1988). I will be evaluating the use of skills used within the recorded session and I will also be discussing the effect on the use of SOLER skills (Egan, 1986) (Palmer & Woolfe, 2014), as well as other counselling skills when used during an online session. Issues that may have occurred during the session will also be discussed and critically analysed to potentially improve on these issues in future.
The session took place online via Microsoft Teams and was also recorded using the recording feature within teams. I was in a group with two other students to conduct this session, one person being the counsellor, one person being the client, and on person being an observer, we each had a turn in each role. The session took place in a secure team's channel that was only accessible by me and the other two students and my supervisor. When each counselling session took place, only the counsellor and client would have their cameras and microphones on whilst the observer and supervisor remained muted. Prior to the session we were asked to pick a scenario from a provided list, in which we previously had practise with using. These scenarios were purely fictitious although the situations within the scenarios are within reasonable expectations of a possible real-life situation. 
Prior to the session I was feeling quite nervous and apprehensive in displaying my skills online and being recorded whilst doing so.When conducting the online session, I felt that using the made-up scenarios played a detrimental role in bringing out the true and raw feelings such as empathy and sympathy because I knew that the scenario was not true and did not feel natural, and whilst being the client I felt as I was acting rather that speaking my mind. Although I understand the merit of using the scenarios in practise, because if real life scenarios were to be used with someone you know on a personal level, I personally may have been tempted to offer help or advice in a way that is not what a Counseller should do. This could lead to being more of a friend to the client rather than a Counseller which would not be helpful. 
Due to the session being held from home I felt it negatively affects the delivery of counselling, due to not having somewhere within my household which is fully secure or private I felt distracted and I feel this had a negative effect on my attention and active listening skills, I felt I couldn’t be fully immersed with the client. During the session it was clear that the use of the SOLER skills (Egan, 1986) was not as effective as they could be when used in a face-to-face session. It was hard to maintain eye contact due to the session being via camera, if I were to look in the camera the client would see me looking at them, but doing so would not allow me to see the emotions or expressions that were coming from the client via body language or facial expressions, I was not able to fully show open body language myself, these skills are vital in building a good therapeutic relationship with a client (Fernando, 2012). Although body language and eye contact seemed lacking, I felt I was able to show other aspects of active listening such as minimal encouragements, for example nodding my head when the client was saying something and the use of the sound “hm” showing that I am following what they are saying. At the time of the recording, I felt a little stressed and overwhelmed with trying to complete university deadlines as well as maintain routine within my household, I felt this negatively affected my ability to show empathy and be truly present with the client.
I feel that throughout the session I was able to understand the issue that the client was trying to convey and I felt I was able to correctly restate and rephrase the key themes that the client talked about. I also felt that I used an appropriate amount of minimal encouragements and avoided closed questioning and allowed the client to freely talk uninterrupted. Although leaving the client to talk is a positive thing in counselling, I feel I did not get much time during the 15 minutes to show more skills. Due to being nervous I felt that my eyes may have a little too active and this may come across as me being distracted and not being attentive as I should be. There were times during the session I felt apprehensive when going to talk due to not knowing if the client had finished their sentence and not wanting to interrupt, although I think this led to a positive outcome because it led to times of silence which can be beneficial for a client to reflect on what they have said or think about what they want to say. I think that it is important to feel comfortable and less awkward leaving silence into a counselling session, and this is something I want to improve on. It has also been said that silence, when broken by the client has a positive effect on building rapport (Sharpley et al, 2005). I feel I used my reflective skills well during the session and multiple times paraphrased and summarised what the client had said to me to ensure I fully understood, not only what they were saying, but possible the feelings behind what they were saying (Azarchi, 2020). I think this shows the client that I am present and really listening and trying to understand them.
When looking back at the session I feel that doing it online may have hindered my performance, I feel more comfortable doing it in person and feel that I can display me full set of skills, such as unconditional regard, empathy and congruence, also known as the core conditions (Rogers,1986), also I feel the use of SOLER skills (Egan, 1986) are a lot easier to convey in a face-to-face session. I feel that my contracting was clear and concise and made sure the client knew who was a part of the session and that it would stay confidential, also with the session being online I reassured the client that should the call drop, I would try to contact them back. I felt I overused the word “um” when setting the contracting up which may be perceived as me not fully knowing what I'm going to say.
There was a point in the session where the client stated they feel vulnerable, I did not investigate this further, I instead made a personal suggestion, which I thought made sense to me but watching it back, it was not delivered well and confused the client, and was detrimental to the flow of therapy. I felt like the main themes that came through in this session were not explored as deep as they could have been, and if were to do it again I would try to slow down the pace and explore these themes more thoroughly.
In conclusion I think I utilised the SOLER skills (Egan, 1986) and showed understanding of the core conditions (Rogers,1986) to the best of my ability, although doing this session from home interfered with my delivery. Also, I feel due to the nature of the session being online, I felt unable to use the SOLER skills to the full extent. Whilst I see the merit of using online tools to conduct some therapies, I feel it was a lot more difficult to convey some of the skills in psychotherapy (Béké & Aafjes-van Doorn, 2020). 
Going forward I feel like being in a more private and quieter environment when conducting an online session from home would be beneficial in my delivery and I would come across more attentive and relaxed. I also feel I would be more confident and relaxed if the session were to be face to face. Overall, I feel like I was able to show a decent understanding of the essential counselling skills that I have learned of the past year and, with continued practise I will be able to improve on these aspects.
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