
Description
Fictitious online counselling session with fellow classmate, facilitated and recorded through Microsoft Teams. The purpose being to practice counselling skills, including active listening, paraphrasing and timing keeping; aiming for the session to last around fifteen minutes. A classmate posed as a client and used a fictitious scenario (Number 5) which detailed difficulties at university, moving from hometown, struggling to keep up to date with work and an arrangement of a meeting with the university to discuss their current situation. This reflection is based on the second recording, with the aim that reflecting on the experience using Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle framework would provide an opportunity to increase awareness of oneself within a counsellor role.

Feelings
I was experiencing a significant amount stress from my personal life, which was a distraction, and I did not choose to make time to practice. I am aware that when experiencing stress, I find myself either procrastinating or becoming hyper focused. I felt overwhelmed and avoided any preparation which echoes how I have dealt with previous experiences of stress, easier to avoid than to face the pressure of getting it wrong, although this is counterproductive and caused more stress. Fearing failure, I felt enormous pressure to ‘perform’ and to meet not only the expectations I hold of myself but also the expectations I assume others hold for me, such as my lecturer and classmates. I wanted to believe that I was capable and brilliant, but I felt vulnerable and exposed, which highlights my need for control and comfort. As the session began, I felt overwhelmed and nervous, I struggled to regulate my breathing. Trying to remain present made me feel anxious as I was concerned that I would be so focused on listening that I would forget to respond.  I became fidgety and unsettled, afraid that I would not be able to process information and be lost for words, that I would ‘choke’. My stomach began to tighten, and my mind started to race under the pressure of bringing the session to a close. I felt out of control of staying in the present and began to overthink which then led to loosing the flow of conversation. I felt fear of being judged as incapable, I felt that both observers may be listening and judging what I could or should have said. I was relieved to end the session and felt proud of myself and my classmates. 

Evaluation 
I believed that not preparing for the session would be beneficial to me as it did not give me time to overthink and thought it may be best ‘off the cuff’, to be more present than in my own thoughts. However, this caused more stress and I feel that preparation would have calmed my nerves. I was aware of time keeping and remembered to check the time. I maintained eye contact throughout, I believe I was warm and friendly, especially throughout the contracting. I remembered to mention that observers were present and explained my ethical boundaries, in a light heart manner, whilst checking that the client understood. Highlighting that the session was online, I asked whether they felt safe and happy to talk. I did notice that due to it being online body language is missed so I tried to make up for this by doing something the client would notice so the client felt I was engaged. However, I did notice that I nod a lot. Whilst at times it appears reassuring and encouraging, it may be off putting, and another gesture may be more suitable. I felt that the session could have been ended in a gentler manner, as it felt clunky and awkward. The client appeared to respond to this as they brought the conversation to a close before I had prompted them, which is disappointing as I felt the session had gone well beforehand. I focused on encouraging the client and validating her experiences as stressful and difficult. I thanked the client for sharing with me and maintained dialogue throughout.
Analysis 
It has become apparent that judge myself on academic success, this weight of meeting my own high expectations and worries of being judged incapable, suffocated the process and hindered me remaining present or focused on active listening, alluding to experiencing imposter syndrome (Gibson‐Beverly & Schwartz, 2008). My low self-efficacy reflects my previous experiences in practice sessions of being unable to keep to time and feeling overwhelmed and comparing myself to others (Bandura, 1997). Although the pressure of being recorded and marked feels negative, Reese et al., (2009) argue that receiving feedback improves counsellor skill which highlights the importance of the process reflecting and feedback for growth, however uncomfortable I may feel. 
At one point I asked the client how they would treat someone who was in their position, hoping that reflecting on this would challenge their concern that they would not be treated well by the university during the meeting, hoping that the outcome would be viewing the meeting more positively, as an opportunity for support rather than discipline. I did not paraphrase or reflect their answer back to them, I believe this lost the significance of the question. It felt like a bubble had burst, I was suddenly aware of my surroundings and impacted by intrusive thoughts of incompetence. Before this I felt in a rhythm with the client, connected and flowing in conversation. This could be explained by my lack of self-efficacy and confidence, feeling inadequate in my abilities to challenge the belief and encourage a change of perspective (Lent et al., 2006). 
The session being online, I found it difficult to pick up on non-verbal cues and feel I could have utilised and improved on gestures as they are important to the therapeutic process (Anake & Asor, 2013). The power of gestures for communication was highlighted by  Rowbotham et al. (2016), which reminds me that by focusing so much on the language of my respond I am lacking in non-verbal communication. 
I did ask whether preparing for the meeting would be helpful and I feel that although advice giving feels a natural way to communicate (Blakemore et al., 2019) within the counsellor role I feel I should have been less directive and used the person centred approach (Rogers. (2003), encouraging the client’s own autonomy and strength.
I assumed that I would struggle or mess up if I stayed fully present but I feel that the best, most natural parts of the session were when I felt most congruent with the client. I believe the client would have expanded on their thoughts and feelings if I had been more attentive to what they were sharing and really explored it through paraphrasing, which was illustrated by Rautalinko (2007) and Rautalinko et al. (2013). 
I felt that I was re-assuring, warm and portrayed unconditional positive regard and empathy, all vital core conditions for a therapeutic relationship. Although I did interrupt the client, I felt that by apologising and warmly encouraging them the session was not affected, which again highlights the importance of the therapeutic relationship (Ackerman & Hilsenroth, 2003).

Conclusion
Reflecting has taught me that it would be more productive to stay present in the moment with the client, to try and let go of expectations of myself of finding a solution or saying something poignant and focusing on the flow of conversation and the core conditions (Tannen et al.,  2019). My concern of not finding the right words to say is not as important as the client feeling seen, heard and understood (Haney et al., 2015), which does relieve the pressure I put on myself to ‘perform’ rather than just ‘being’. The importance of being aware of my own reflexivity was also highlighted, aiming to improve self efficacy through continued practice to gain further experience and accept feedback from lecturers and classmates  (Daniels & Larson, 2001). I was aware that I needed to keep to time, as during past practices found myself a few minutes short. Although I was close to the fifteen minutes required I found myself panicking as the time drew close and felt that I lost my trail of thought, too concerned with time keeping, resulting in a disjointed conversation. Further practice is required to keep to time and bring sessions to a more natural end. 

Action Plan
It is evident that I need to continue to practice my skills, especially time keeping and closing. I believe that further practice will help me to relax into the process and be most present with the client. I plan to ask my fellow classmates to correct me during in practice sessions when I offer solutions or advice. I do feel it would be helpful to spend time researching counselling session on Youtube, watching and absorbing real life demonstration. Also to continue to reflect on practices sessions, to increase awareness of my own reflexivity to avoid catastrophising. I am aware that I connect my self efficacy with academic success, and I will continue to challenge this belief and seek advice from my lecturer. 
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