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Julie Shipton (1918182)
Using your chosen recording of a recent triad session, critically reflect on your use of the foundation skills in counselling. This can also include: Your application of the Counselling Contract. Your use of questions. Empathic responses and attunement. Ethical awareness. You will need to make direct reference to your submitted recorded session.
(Triad Group E, Session recorded 22nd March 2021 with M and R)

Critically reflective practice is a process of inquiry which allows counsellors to question their assumptions providing the framework from which they work. Rosin (2015) states critical self-reflection plays an integral role in increasing self-awareness and improving counselling practice. This practice helps to identify and explore thoughts, feelings, and experiences in order to work through a particular issue. Wright and Bolton (2012) state the concept of reflection focuses on our environment and our relationship to it, how we influence and respond to others, as well as how they respond to us. This essay is a critical reflection of my use of foundation counselling skills, my use of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard within a triad group session. I conducted and recorded this session where I played the role of counsellor and M played the role of my client, discussing her frustrations about moving home and meeting various deadlines. By taking a critically reflective approach for this essay, I was able to question my knowledge, attitude, and assumptions by examining myself through different lenses and explore alternatives that could have been adopted, including areas in need of improvement. This essay will discuss my application of the contractual agreement as well as my understanding of the skills used and how they fit in with theoretical concepts. Critical reflection on core skills such as minimal encouragers, empathic responses, use of metaphor, use of questions, use of silence and immediacy will be highlighted, and whether a safe and conducive environment was created for the session with ethical considerations adhered to.
This recording was my first encounter of playing the role of counsellor with M as my client. Firstly, the session began with a greeting followed by agreeing upon a contractual agreement. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state contracting is of paramount importance as it sets up the therapeutic relationship between client and counsellor enabling the client to feel safe, respected and understood. It can articulate both the counsellor’s responsibilities as well as the clients’ and is carried out prior to commencement of a session. Using my contracting skills, the time boundary was the first element to be discussed as I informed M that the session would be about twenty-five to thirty minutes long. The next contractual element discussed was confidentiality, which is a crucial part of the agreement, the expectations of which had to be conveyed realistically. I informed M that confidentiality was restricted due to the session being recorded with an observer listening in. I also mentioned the session may be sent off for educational purposes and listened to by an examiner. I then used a closed question by asking M if she agreed with this before proceeding. In order to respect M’s autonomy and enable her to take the lead, I stated if she felt uncomfortable or upset by any particular topic, she could inform me verbally or wave to me, demonstrating my ethical awareness of being mindful not to cause any harm. I wanted to provide M with reassurance to enable her to feel able to discuss anything with me, so I used the term ‘safe space’. Reflecting on this critically, I hoped by using clear, appropriate language M would feel at ease with me to tell her story within a caring and empathic environment. One element that could have been included within the agreement was to make M aware of the fact that I would not be taking notes, which may have contributed further to M’s overall ability to openly converse.
When critically reflecting on empathic responses during this session, it is of paramount importance to consider that responding can involve both non-verbal and verbal communication. Firstly, Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state non-verbal responses can convey empathy effectively such as maintaining eye contact, shared laughter, or a look of concern. I observed two examples of shared laughter at (13:11) and (19:08), which I believe may have helped to create an empathic understanding between us by focusing on the here and now and mirroring M’s body language. I also showed non-verbal empathy through tilting my head to one side whilst listening to M tell her story and showed a look of concern at (03:04) when I mentioned her feelings of uncertainty, and again at (19:50) when discussing her moving in date along with her course deadlines. I hope these non-verbal cues played an integral role in demonstrating my active listening skills with my facial expressions conveying empathic understanding, as I felt I was able to tune in to my felt sense in these moments. These examples helped to demonstrate my congruence and hopefully showed M that I was being open and honest during the conversation. I observed other examples of attending behaviour throughout the session, for example the pace and volume of my voice was slow and low, and I constantly nodded my head which demonstrated my engagement. Similarly, Egan (2010) cited in Midwinter and Dickson (2015) describes an effective guideline for tuning in to clients which is represented by the acronym ‘SOLER’, meaning ‘face the client squarely’ (S), ‘adopt an open posture’ (O), ‘remember that it is possible at times to lean forward toward the other’(L), ‘maintain good eye contact’ (E), and ‘try to be relatively relaxed or natural in these behaviours’ (R). I used this framework as a way of checking how attentive I was to M and, on watching the session back, I felt I sat squarely and adopted an open posture which hopefully conveyed to Michaela I was attending to her. I maintained eye contact throughout the session which demonstrated I was focusing intently, but I did feel nervous during the session so may not have seemed as natural as I would have liked. Furthermore, another area I felt needed improvement was my excessive use of the word ‘yes’ throughout the conversation, which is something I have observed through watching the recording. I will be mindful of this in the future and adopt an alternative such as “mm hmm” with appropriate ‘nodding’ head gestures.
A further attending skill used in a therapeutic relationship is paraphrasing. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state the skill of paraphrasing can be defined as listening to the meaning of what the client has said and rephrasing it back to them. This enables the client to focus on the meaning of what is being said and shows they have been listened to. Examples of my paraphrasing skills can be highlighted at (12:04) where I summarised in my own words that M seemed in need of peace and quiet to concentrate on her studies and again at (17:01), when I stated M had a goal in mind at the end of April when she will have finished her course and moved into her home. I also brought M’s attention back at (18:53) to an earlier discussion of how women are expected to fulfil several roles in comparison to men. By using this empathic skill, it enabled me to not only think about what M was saying but experience it as if it were my own. An additional core skill to be discussed is reflection which can be used to identify feelings or content and can be effective in slowing down a conversation, encouraging moments of breathing space. McLeod and McLeod (2011) state the simple act of a counsellor reflecting something a client has said can allow a certain amount of emotional relief and perspective. The first example of using reflective skills takes place at (03:00) where I identified the feeling of uncertainty and checked with M that this was correct. M agreed, at which point I noticed she inhaled a deep breath which hopefully conveyed relief that I had understood her and listened attentively. I then reflected through metaphor at (05:28) and revisited this at (07:07) by identifying the word ‘control’ which M had mentioned as I wanted her to expand on this and find out how she would feel if she did not have complete control over everything. I also used reflection at (24:04) when I tentatively said it sounded like she was nervous. On an emotional level, by using the same words back to M, I felt more attuned with her and, hopefully, this allowed her to feel I was with her and present. On two separate occasions, however, I noticed I did not use reflection when I should have, for example, M mentioned there was a lot of anxiety at (05:04) which I should have reflected to explore further. M used the metaphor ‘a complete deck of cards’ at (08:08), which I would have liked to have run with but did not want to interrupt her flow of conversation. 
Within a therapeutic relationship, the use of images or metaphorical language can be very powerful. Bolton and Delderfield (2018) state metaphor is used as a way of making sense of the world by making something abstract concrete. Mearns and Thorne (2013) expand on this by stating the client can reflect on the words of a counsellor and how far they resonate with their felt sense. In other words, if the right words have been found by the counsellor, the client usually experiences a release of tension. When reflecting on the use of metaphor within the session, one such image filled my head when M was talking, and I felt it was appropriate to share this with her. I stated at (05:20) “It sounds like there is a bit of a juggling act going on here, and you’re trying to keep all of the balls up in the air. Is that how it feels for you?” Offering this image to M brought a smile to her face and she inhaled a deep breath, so the words seemed to resonate with her as she confirmed this was how she felt and it seemed as though some tension was released by introducing this metaphor tentatively with her. This also enabled the conversation to deepen as M went on to discuss her priorities, which may not have been possible without the shared agreement of metaphor. This image was revisited at (07:04), when I asked M how she would feel if one of these balls were to fall onto the floor which enabled M to contemplate this and describe the expectations that she was placing on herself. By using this metaphor, it assisted both M and myself in clarifying this experience, with the image used as part of our shared language.
The timely use of questions within a therapeutic relationship can be powerful and enable the conversation to move on in a productive way. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state the use of open questions can encourage further description whereas closed questions can prompt a yes or no response. When critically reflecting on the session, the first question I asked at (01:00) was “Is that okay with you M?” which was an example of a closed question to clarify she had understood the contractual agreement. I felt this was an appropriate question to ask to establish the working alliance. The next question at (05:26) “Is that how it feels for you?” was also a closed question but was asked softly after describing an image of the situation M found herself in. Following on from this at (07:21) “I’m wondering how you would feel if you didn’t have complete control over everything?” provided opportunity for exploration, where M further expanded the conversation expressing the expectations that she had placed on herself which may not have been highlighted had the question not been asked. The next question at (07:53) “How would that make you feel if you didn’t reach that goal?” enabled M to describe the consequences involved in her current situation, however, I felt I interrupted here a little. I then asked a socratic question at (10:36) “What sort of things are you not able to do at the moment?”. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state socratic questions give clients the opportunity to think about their beliefs. M was unable to answer this which hopefully generated an opportunity for her to re-evaluate her belief and possibly view her situation in a more positive light. The question at (19:28) “Do you have much more to do on the house before you move in?” was probably an unnecessary one and may have interrupted the natural flow of the conversation. On reflection, I asked this question to avoid a gap in the conversation, but I should not have felt obliged to fill this. An open question was asked next at (20:25) “How do you feel about that?” but I continued with a closed question “Do you feel that’s achievable to finish your course and move in at the same time?”. I felt that I should have just asked the first open question without continuing with a closed one at this point in the conversation. I wanted to show M I was interested and engaged in the story, but also wanted to clarify how she felt. The next question at (21:12) “Do you have any plans for the summer?” was probably asked, on reflection, to avoid a silence. In doing so I may have overridden M’s agency by asking a question which she then had to formulate a response to. To have been more empathic, I needed to actively check out what M was saying to deepen the conversation. Following on from this, I asked at (21:23) “Do you have a big garden where you’re going to move in?” which, although did not alter the course of the narrative, was probably asked out of my own curiosity. The next question at (22:12) “Are you looking forward to meeting your friends again in the summer or is that something….?”  I wanted to complete this by asking if this was something M was feeling uncertain about, to ascertain M’s feelings of anxiety regarding social interaction. Unfortunately, M answered too quickly for me to complete this question, but it did allow her to engage further about her concerns regarding mixing with others. The final question was at (25:40) “How are you feeling now? Are you feeling a little less frustrated than at the beginning?” The first part of this question was asked to find out M’s here and now feeling and heighten her awareness. I should have left the second part of the question out as it was a leading question and may have taken away some of M’s autonomy.
McLeod and McLeod (2011) state an observable feature of attentive listening skills is the occurrence of pauses and silences. This concept is known as the use of silence where the spaces between words within a counselling conversation can be highly significant. For the two questions previously discussed, (19:28) and (21:12), I felt anxious about the silence and, on reflection, I should have held the silence and waited for M to show she was in charge of her own story rather than initiate conversation myself. Furthermore, I may have needed more time to fully understand and reflect on what was being said.  Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state the use of silence can be useful for the client to have time to pause and reflect which can be illustrated in the following example within the session. At (10:38), I was able to remain active in my listening skills and allow the silence for a few seconds. I paid particular attention to M’s non-verbal cues as she looked up to the ceiling, took a deep breath and sighed, and I held the silence whilst noticing she was in the process of gathering her thoughts and emotions. By carrying this out, it allowed M the time and space to consider her response and, hopefully, it enabled her to trust the reflective space more.
The next skill to be reflected upon is immediacy. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state immediacy is based on empathic understanding illustrated by thoughts or hunches shared between counsellor and client in the moment. McLeod and McLeod (2011) describe how immediacy refers to the skill of being able to make use of the here and now processes. Immediacy allows the counsellor to reveal immediate feelings or a sense of what the client may be feeling which invites them to further explore their feelings. During the session at (02:55), I decided to intervene and offer my thoughts tentatively by asking “I can hear maybe a little uncertainty, is that how you are feeling?” M agreed that she was feeling uncertain and went on to describe her feelings about her commitment with her partner. On reflection, by bringing these feelings out into the open, it potentially increased M’s self-awareness as well as increased rapport and understanding between us. A further opportunity to use immediacy came when M was describing how her university course ended abruptly last year and she felt she did not have closure. I told her I understood at (23:18) and wanted to expand on this by saying, “I’m noticing you are looking a little disappointed here, I wonder if it would be helpful here for me to share my experience?” but I would have had to interrupt her to do this, so the opportunity passed. I wanted her to know that I had shared the same experience so that I could have helped to normalise her feelings. 
As we approached the end of our session together, I informed M that we were coming towards the end and summarised all the themes we had discussed such as her frustrations with moving home and meeting university deadlines. Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state summarising can be helpful for the client as it demonstrates the counsellor has listened attentively and made sense of their time together. Additionally, I highlighted that we had also discussed achievable goals so that M could take away positive points from the conversation, and not leave her feeling vulnerable when leaving the session. I felt that it was important to leave time to summarise at the end of the session to allow for any clarification where necessary, and to give us both an opportunity to agree with what had been discussed. I ended by asking her how she was feeling to which she replied, “it’s been quite nice actually to get it all off my chest”. A further aspect I could have included here would be to have asked M what she would have like to explore next time, which may have given the session a more authentic ending.
In conclusion, this essay has provided a critical reflection of my use of counselling skills and my application of the counselling contract within a triad session. This process has enabled me to think more deeply about the session as well as acknowledge areas where improvements could be necessary. By observing through a critical lens, I was able to explore my empathic responses such as reflecting, paraphrasing, and summarising where I was able to use my own interpretations of M’s emotions, which enhanced and encouraged good communication. These skills also demonstrated my ability to empathise and understand M’s story in a richer, deeper context. I hope M felt I had listened empathically throughout and adopted her frame of reference whilst leaving aside my own. Empathic engagement through non-verbal communication occurred several times during the session, which enabled M to move into a deeper and more personal exploration of her story. By responding in a non-judgmental manner, I demonstrated unconditional positive regard which enabled M to feel respected and valued, with our shared understanding gradually building throughout the session. Carrying out this process of critical reflection has provided me with a framework to think deeply about my strengths and weaknesses whilst developing my counselling skills as a reflective practitioner. Overall, I felt the session went well, but I am mindful of the areas which need my attention to improve my skills further.
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