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Over the course of this assignment, I will attempt to reflect upon my learning so far on the Advanced Research Methods in Counselling module in a critical style, whilst using the ethical framework of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (2014).  As a part of this critical reflection I will address the main areas of development in which I consider in most need for my future research projects.   

At the beginning of this module, whilst keen to learn how to become research aware and prepare to become research active, I knew I would have a steep learning curve to navigate.  Although having completed a degree with UWTSD in counselling, which required the production of an independent project which was subsequent to handing in a research proposal and research journal, I was still very much aware of the fact that research was a new area for me and one in which I felt consciously incompetent.  (Howell, 1982).  Not only this, I had some anxiety towards working within group settings, based on previous higher education experiences and my preference for working alone with follow up discussions (a significant factor in my satisfaction with the weighting of the asynchronous and synchronous learning on this course). Despite acknowledging that this self-awareness would facilitate my learning and was in alliance with my favoured approach/style of learning, that of the accommodator, (Kolb, 2014) -  (although I appreciate this could well change and is not fixed; that it is more dependent on the project, the environment and my personal life at any given time), I was, and still am, conscious of the time frame in which to complete a postgraduate degree, and therefore keen to move more towards a level of conscious competence.  In moving towards this, I am aware that I will have to become more reflective not just in my thoughts but in my actions and practices.  One way of doing this is to return to regularly writing a personal journal – something that I did regularly throughout my undergraduate degree, and a practice I saw great benefits from in my academic writing and my counselling practice.  I was reminded of this when going through my personal journal for the undergraduate degree in preparation for my presentation for this module. I needed to remind myself of how I had overcome, or at least calmed my anxieties of delivering academic presentations.  It is significant to note that not continuing to keep a journal is in part due to a lack of self-discipline and only doing something because it is a course requirement. Given the time frame, I hope to make personal reflective comments within a research journal. This will help me to identify any biases that I may have, see more clearly any important research considerations that I had overlooked, and keep organised, a practice that Braun and Clarke (2013) highly recommend as important to becoming and remaining a reflexive researcher.  
Organising my time and thoughts is something I struggle with on a daily basis and this has a detrimental effect on my sense of worth and motivation.  Bolton (2010) asserts that writing in any form has healing and psychological benefits and has the capacity to increase a person’s motivation, self-worth and self-confidence.  Therefore, having started the process of preparing for the presentation on this module with the same anxieties as I had had on the undergraduate degree, by going back to my journal and then reading around the subject of anxiety towards presentations, I was able to quell my fears somewhat and analyse what I believe will help later in the course (where I will be able to put this theory into action). This was one significant area of learning – literally learning from my previous learning!
Another area in which I grew and gained knowledge on this module was how I approached the new language, specifically distinguishing between reflexivity and reflectivity – I first had to understand how they were similar and then discover what made them different.  Due to what I found to be a dense amount of learning and new vocabulary to digest in a short period of time, when factoring in work and home life, I felt extremely overwhelmed at the beginning of the module.  I have a propensity to think of too many concepts at once and struggle to narrow down my thoughts.  Therefore, after feeling overwhelmed to the point of wanting to quit the MA, I decided to take these two words and try to understand them.  By doing this, I was able to unravel my tangled thoughts and restart my learning process.  This was an epiphany for me in that I realised I needed to put the brakes on, return to the basics and build my knowledge and understanding from those basic foundations.  
With Kolb’s (2014) reflective model in mind, in hindsight, I had taken the experience of feeling overwhelmed at the start of a Master’s degree, reviewed my difficulties and approach to the module content at the beginning, analysed what I could change and how in relation to my approach to learning and comprehension and finally applied what I thought may help.  I discovered that by doing this, I was able to think more clearly and then start to apply this way of thinking to other difficulties that I encountered on the module, namely my anxiety connected to creating and delivering a presentation at postgraduate level.  
It is important to note that I was not consciously applying Kolb’s (2014) experiential way of learning here but having been re-acquainted with it through the MA, I had subconsciously been applying it, which is a probable reflection of my past experiences of teaching and learning.  This reflection has further motivated me to question how and why I approach my studies in the way that I have done to date; what does and does not work and how these aspects of my learning influence my practice as a counsellor; in essence developing my ability to be reflexive.
Through further reading, I have understood that being reflective and reflexive, in the realm of counselling research, to differ most in the following way:  
Reflexivity not only requires reflection on what has been learnt and how that learning can be applied to practice; it demonstrates a consideration of the broader implications and impact of the learning that is transformative in nature, which necessitates a level of agency within a developing sense of self-awareness of the researcher.  (Rennie, 2004). This tallies with Roger’s (1959) belief that learning should be meaningful and experiential in a significant way, whereby it is essential that learners see the purpose, importance and relevance of a theory or lesson. These explanations and assertions reassure me, coming from a mainly person-centred and humanistic mind-set and approach.  
In understanding what reflexivity in research meant I had to enter into the process of experiential learning and realise that it is a cyclical and not always linear process that helps me to learn from and comprehend the different experiences that I encounter as a counsellor and researcher.  Whilst adhering to ethical guidelines and frameworks and considering them alongside one another rather than separately, I will be able to keep in mind the motivation and purpose behind my practice and research – which is to create further understanding and knowledge of counselling and the research process and therefore, by extension, contribute to best practice in these areas.   
Although I had realised on both an intuitive level and through my undergraduate training that being a reflective and reflexive researcher is an important skill for postgraduate study and counselling practice, I now understand it to be not only essential in terms of learning and helping the counselling profession in general but unethical to not employ a substantial degree of reflection and reflexivity in practice and research due to the potential for harm, misunderstanding and dishonesty with regard to the university and the integrity of the counselling profession as a whole.  (BACP, 2018; BACP, 2019; Uk Research Integrity Office, 2021). In addition to these ethical guidelines, I have also had a brief look, on more than one occasion, at the Vitae Researcher Development Framework (Vitae, 2011), and plan to do so in the near future, to aid me in reflecting on my strengths as a researcher and identifying any areas of development that need further work whilst preparing for my dissertation. With these frameworks in mind, I will be mindful of Vossler and Moller’s (2015) list of five identifying shared principles derived from analysing differing approaches to ethics in research, as a means to keeping organised, focused and ethical within my research practice; these being:  
Integrity, rigour, respect, being trustworthy and responsibility.	
It would be disingenuous to assert that I could be mindful of all the ethical principles and guidelines within each framework, which is the reason I would start with a ‘checklist’ such as the one above.  I agree with the belief that to examine the ethical principles of certain concepts within research, particularly of a heuristic nature, (which I realised retrospectively was how I had approached my presentation subject of counsellors’ views on personal therapy as an ongoing form of professional development), requires a willingness to understand the beliefs, assumptions, moral values, cultural backgrounds and practices of all those involved in the research.  (Etherington, 2004; Rennie, 2004)
	It has also become more apparent to me on a deeper level of understanding, how study and practice inform and influence one another – what I now understand to be the definition of a reflexive researcher. 
I am aware that my personal life has meant that I have not engaged with the module to anywhere near the depth that I should have, which has left me with the realisation that I cannot afford to leave things to the last minute and gain the knowledge and confidence that I desire.  One major area here is really grasping the sometimes major and sometimes subtle differences between some of the more heuristic forms of enquiry and reflexive methodologies.  For this reason, I am aware that any attempts to critically reflect at this point in my learning journey will be weak.  However enamoured I may feel with the use of self in the research process (which reflects my topic of immediacy in the counselling room as my undergraduate independent research project), I need to read more and be more mindful of some of the criticisms.  Martin (2003 as cited in Etherington, 2004) has accused heurism of mimicking realist approaches and keeping the data imprisoned, due to its underlying ontological and epistemological nature and that it is in danger of encouraging narcissism and self-indulgence.  A further criticism is that the inward focus could create the potential to miss some of the more subtle relational aspects between researcher and participant (Speedy, 2001 as cited in Etherington, 2004).  I am acutely aware of these possible pitfalls of the more reflexive methodologies associated with counselling research, particularly those of a heuristic nature and I have to ask myself if I am drawn to them simply because I have not yet fully grasped all of the methods outlined on the module.  I am also asking myself whether my gravitation towards mixed methods is yet again because I do not yet have enough knowledge of anyone one method, which is not a valid reason for choosing a methodology. Therefore, I quite simply, need to read and understand more and in order for me to do this, I must organise my time better. I understand that as a researcher my ontological and epistemological perspectives are inextricably linked and these perspectives will determine my approach to the research and influence it in some way (Jackson, 2013). I realise that through further reading and learning I will be able to more confidently discern which methodology and methods will be best to mitigate my influence and will be wary of not allowing the data to speak for itself; something I will keep in the forefront of my mind.  

As previously explained in this essay, I am not yet at the stage where I feel confident in my abilities as a researcher; that I am still consciously incompetent, but I am hopeful that with more practice, reflexivity and a self-compassionate approach, I will gain in confidence and competence.  I was worried that by embarking on an MA would distance me from the relational aspect of the counselling work and that it would be too scientific and academic in nature.  Yet, over the course of this module, I have come to realise that although daunting and often complex, I agree with McLeod (2018; 2019) that research can not only improve the quality of counselling provision but also be exciting and akin to visiting an art gallery or museum; not all ‘items’ will be of interest but those that change my perspective and perhaps those of others could be transformational.  However, I realise that I am still very much at the beginning of my learning research journey and can therefore wholly relate to Etherington (2004, p.23) when she says:
“I can only tell what I know about my story at a given point.” Not only can I relate to this on a personal level with regards to becoming a researcher but I also feel it is prudent to remember that it could also reflect some clients’ and participants’ experiences of counselling and research.  
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