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Reflective Commentary 

This reflective commentary relates to a counselling session recorded on the 5th of December 2022. This essay will aim to reflect upon how I was able to apply the counselling skills I have learned and achieve a level of relational depth. The counselling session involved me taking on the role of the counsellor, whilst a fellow student acted as the client. The purpose of the session was for me to put my knowledge of counselling skills so far into practice. In order to reflect upon my use of counselling skills during this session, I will be using the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 1988).  
Feelings
   Firstly, I will begin by reflecting upon my feelings concerning the recorded counselling session. Before the session began, I felt nervous as I was eager to use my skills effectively. Although I have had practice with this particular client various times before, I still felt apprehensive just before the recording was due to take place, as I have not been used to being filmed whilst using counselling skills. This feeling of unfamiliarity and nervousness continued as the session began, and I feel this can be seen in the way that I open the session. Although I delivered all the correct details regarding the counselling contract to the client, my speech was quite fast and rushed, reflecting my uneasiness surrounding the situation. I also found myself breaking eye contact with the client on a few occasions, as I was more focused on getting my words out clearly. However, as the session went on, I did eventually begin to feel more relaxed and focused on the client. I think this can be seen as I give full eye contact and respond with minimal encouragers such as nods and ‘mm hmms’ (e.g., 00.51, …), displaying that I am engaged in what the client is telling me rather than my nerves. There were certain points throughout where nervous feelings did occur, like when I was unsure of what to say next or if there was a silence (e.g., 12:15), but on the whole, I felt at ease.  During the session, I feel that the client also felt comfortable and engaged, as they always seemed willing to expand upon and open up about their thoughts and emotions throughout. When the session came to an end, I felt a sense of relief and happiness overall with my performance in the role of the counsellor. I was aware of a few errors that I had made but felt eager to review these once I had watched the recording back.  
Evaluation
   During the recorded counselling session, there were aspects that I feel went well and other areas I feel I could have delivered more effectively. I feel that on the whole the session flowed well and there was a sense of rapport created between myself and the client. This can be reflected in the way that I used paraphrasing throughout to confirm that I heard and understood the feelings that the client was relaying to me (e.g., 01:52, 04:21, 08:39). On all of the occasions that I paraphrased, the client confirmed that what I inferred was correct. On one occasion, at 08:39, the client responded with “Yeah, that’s a good way of putting it”. These responses represent that the client felt heard and understood by me as a counsellor. I feel that this understanding relayed through my use of paraphrasing is a positive step towards achieving relational depth. As well as empathising with what the client was telling me, I was also congruent and included sensitive challenges (e.g., 05:58, 11:47). These challenges show that the therapeutic relationship has developed because as a counsellor I felt comfortable in questioning some aspects of what the client was telling me, allowing them to think about things from a different perspective. Although these interventions challenged the client's point of view of their situation, I feel I did this in a gentle and empathic manner, so as not to offend or make the client feel judged in any way, as this can often harm therapeutic progress (Ivey et al., 2013). For instance, at 05:58 I said "I'm hearing you mention the positive and determined side of you, but also things that you consider barriers". Through this, I was able to gently remind the client through their own words, of how there are positives hidden amongst all the negative aspects that they were mentioning. I reiterated this point at 09:34, stating “I am hearing your frustrations coming through, but I am still hearing your self-determination”. I, therefore, feel that these sensitive challenges provided the transparency and empathy needed for working at relational depth. 
   As well as my ability to paraphrase and sensitively challenge the client during the recorded session, I also feel that I maintained a good level of therapeutic presence throughout. For example, after watching the session back I think that my body language was consistent throughout the session and I did not fidget, which I view as progress as this is something I struggled with during practice sessions. In addition to being mindful of my body language, I also feel I displayed active listening through my referencing back to previous sessions. An example of this can be seen at 14:41, when I say “...acceptance is a big word that has come up before in our previous sessions”. By doing this there is the hope that the client feels that I have fully listened and taken in what they have said throughout all of our sessions together, further strengthening the therapeutic relationship (Hough, 2006). Also, I feel I was effective on occasion at identifying underlying issues or themes whilst listening carefully to what the client was telling me. For example, at 09:54 I said “You said there that you hate the word strong. Why is that?” This observation then led to the client realising the underlying issue of putting pressure on themselves to be strong all of the time. 
   Through my role as a counsellor in the recorded session, I also feel that I was able to reach stage 3 of Egans’ (1994) model of counselling, which is moving into action. Towards the middle and end of the session particularly, I think that I was able to identify the client's ideal resolution to their problem and help in finding the first steps to move towards this goal. For instance, at 15:11 I identify and relay to the client that acknowledging their feelings instead of suppressing them is the first step towards acceptance. I also use this action plan as a way to wrap up the session at 18:05, leaving the exchange on an optimistic note. Because I was able to discuss solutions and action plans with the client, I feel this shows that the therapeutic relationship has developed. The rapport created with my client was strong and we both felt ready to discover a way forward together.  
  There were also skills and areas within the recorded session that I could've used more effectively. Firstly, I feel that my use of questions throughout could have been improved. In some instances, (e.g., 11:47) I feel the questions I chose to use were closed and therefore could have followed with a short or brief reply from the client. However, on other occasions, my wording of questions was long and wordy, which I think could have confused the client. For example, at 16:35 I asked the client about physical symptoms they were experiencing, and about the emotional symptoms at the same time. On reflection, I feel I could have broken this question down into two more clear and concise prompting questions. 
   Another skill that I feel I could have used more effectively is expanding on analogies and metaphors that the client mentioned throughout. The metaphor of heavy feelings "weighing down" on the client was mentioned on multiple occasions, and I feel that in my questioning I could have expanded on this further. For instance, I could have asked "What is the heaviest part?" or "What would make it feel lighter?”. I think that expanding upon analogies would have been another step towards relational depth, as they allow the client to further express their feelings and have them understood in their own way (Barker, 2013). As well as unpacking analogies or metaphors, the client did repeat words and phrases multiple times, and I think that I could have picked up on this. For example, they said the phrase "knock-on effect" three times throughout the session. Finally, after watching the session back, I feel that my summary at the end could have been delivered more effectively. On the whole, it sounded quite hesitant and disjointed, with lots of "umms" in between words. I feel this is certainly something I should work on, as although I did relay back all of what the client had told me, the hesitant delivery may have made the client feel unheard. 
Analysis 
  In my opinion, the reason that I was able to effectively use certain counselling skills during the recording session was the amount of practice that I received in the weeks prior. During this time, I was able to receive feedback on my skills from both my peers and my lecturer. Each week, I was able to reflect upon my performance and identify my strengths and weaknesses. For example, in earlier weeks I identified that I needed to paraphrase more, rather than just use reflect-back words or phrases. Once the recorded session was due to take place, I then felt confident in using paraphrases. Practicing with the same client every week also allowed me to build rapport and be aware of my therapeutic presence, which I feel is evident in the recording. Through the use of the recorded lectures, I learned new skills such as sensitive challenges, which I was able to apply effectively in the recorded session. Therefore, my attendance at workshops each week and my reviewing of online learning material contributed largely to the skills that I applied well. 
   In terms of aspects that I could have applied more effectively, I feel the issues with my ending summary may have been down to nerves and the pressure of the session being recorded. I think this may be the case as during practice sessions over the semester I have been able to deliver mostly good summaries with little hesitation.        

Conclusion 
 After reviewing and reflecting upon the recorded session, I can conclude that I did use some skills well; such as paraphrasing, sensitive challenges, and active listening. I also feel that I built rapport with my client and all of the skills that I used contributed positively toward relational depth. Therefore, I would use these skills in the same way if were to complete the session again. However, I do also feel that I need to develop other skills further; such as my use of questions, unpacking of analogies, and summarising. If I were to do the session again, I would use questions to unpack metaphors or phrases that the client may repeatedly use, to understand their point of view further. I feel this recorded session has allowed me to identify what would lead to an even more successful session next time. 
Action Plan 
  To improve going forward, practice is going to be essential to perfecting the skills I need to work on. Practicing counselling skills on a day-to-day basis, even though talking with family and friends may improve my use of prompting questions and noticing repeated words or phrases. The more experience I have in using these skills, the more comfortable I am likely to become with them. Additionally, I could review literature written on these specific skills, to expand my knowledge of how to apply them, as well as consult my lecturers for further advice. I feel doing all of these things will further equip me to improve my weaker skills and develop my stronger skills further.  
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