










Practical: Practical Skills Assessment (20-minute video recording) with a 2000-word reflective commentary
















Description
Within this reflective commentary of the recorded counselling session that I participated in, I will be presenting a clear, honest and reflective evaluation of my counselling skills. Our recordings were completed online via Microsoft Teams working within a triad, using a secure, private group that could only be accessed by ourselves. This session was completed online due to the present restrictions in place from Covid-19. In turn, we each were the client and the counsellor, with the other turning their camera off to observe, therefore following the relational skills model (Midwinter & Dickson 2015).
Prior to our recordings, we discussed whether we would use real-life or made-up circumstances. Whilst individually we could have chosen either of these, we collectively decided that throughout our practise sessions and final recording we were comfortable enough in each other’s presence to use real-life scenarios that were within our boundaries and skills ability. Whilst made up scenarios have their place, and we understood the importance of them, I feel that for our group, the raw and naturalness of a real-life scenario made the session flow well due to it being personal which meant naturally it was congruent and empathy was organic and genuine.  
To examine this in detail, I will be employing the Framework for Reflection (Gibbs, 1988), as well as considering how counselling skills including SOLER (Egan, 1986) are affected when using online counselling, any problems that may have transpired and critically analysing any improvements that could be made.
Feelings
Whilst using a real-life situation within the counselling session, I felt myself, that I was able to be sympathetic, congruent and empathetic, however I was unsure as to how that was portrayed to the client. When using online counselling, I felt that I even though I was trying to use eye contact, I felt disconnected due to not knowing if the client was even looking at me or the screen in general. Getting to a place of relational depth felt more difficult due to this and SOLER (Egan, 1986), not being able to be utilised to its best potential like it would be face-to-face. during the session, I did try and set the laptop up so there was a safe space between myself and the camera to help the client feel at ease, however I noticed that further into the session I had moved closer and was leaning forward. I feel this was due to feeling less connected to the client so naturally I sat forward. Whilst within face-to-face therapy leaning toward the client is important, on camera it may have felt like I invaded their personal space.
I also felt that there was an element of self-consciousness due to constantly being able to see myself. This made me sometimes take my focus off the client because I would be focusing on my facial expressions or how I was conducting myself within the session (Smith & Gillon 2021). This I feel could hinder the therapeutic relationship as when face-to-face your sole concentration in on the client’s body language and facial expressions. This could however be a positive in some situations, for example, during the recording session, the client was discussing how her friend had opening said she was potentially using her. I noticed quickly that my eyes had narrowed which could have been taken negatively that I was being judgemental, but because I could see my facial expressions, I was quickly able to change this. Despite this I do feel that I was actively listening, which was demonstrated using minimal encouragers by nodding my head and using non-verbal ques whilst the client was talking.
I also feel that my understanding was reinforced as to why counselling someone you know personally is unethical as there were times, I felt I wanted to help the client or give them advice which would have been inappropriate within a counselling session. I felt that sometimes my opinion slipped in, for example I suggested that maybe she had outgrown her friends instead of letting her come to that scenario herself which I feel had this not been someone I knew on a personal level I may not have put that opinion forward so flippantly. This generates a continuous challenge in my brain between being a friend and being within the role of a counsellor whilst trying not to create an uneasiness of being examines (Truell, 2001).	
Evaluation
It was reviewed in detail how listening skills were enhanced by minimal responses (Geldard & Geldard 2009) and that communication received by the individual connecting with you can be defined by your tone of voice, facial expressions and eye contact. An example of when I used minimal responses, was when the client was discussing an event she went to with her husband and daughter that she normally when to with her friend. I feel I nodded empathetically and appropriately to ensure her I was actively listening to what she was saying but without interrupting her, this reassured her to continue talking. I did feel at this time, eye contact – although difficult online, was maybe not made due to the client looking around in different directions when talking. I was not always sure when she did have direct eye contact with me which in a face-to-face scenario I would know.
I feel my facial expressions and tone of voice were congruent and that my mannerisms and warmth from my smile presented empathy when needed. I also feel I employed the relational skills model (Midwinter & Dickson 2015), by applying the micro-skills of summarising, paraphrasing, reflection of feelings and reflective listening in an appropriate way so that the client felt understood and was reassured I was actively listening. An example of this was when I reflected the clients feeling that although she felt negatively toward her friendship, this friendship was clearly important to her also. I also made sure I paraphrased and summarised throughout. I do feel that due to the significant focus in person-centred, humanistic, and psychodynamic therapy being in-session practises with relational depth, using online therapy, could mean that subtle non-verbal minimal responses used to communicate could be harder to capture than if using skills, for example cognitive behaviour therapy (Békés & Aafjes-van Doorn, 2020).
I did however feel that because the client was so open and talkative, I sometimes did not know when was appropriate to speak as I was conscious not to interrupt her. This made me feel at times that maybe I was not saying enough, however, the client did not seem to feel that way and continued to talk so that is something I need to work on to feel more comfortable with practise. Also, at times I did not always pick up on ques and we talked at the same time which could also be due to technical difficulties or a time delay. I feel that in an online counselling session, a time delay could cause anxiety for both the client and the therapist especially if during the session there is an unexplained delay in response (Richards & Viganó 2013). Because of this, and the uncertainty of the no-reply, the situation could quickly become a blank screen where the individual could easily project their own anxieties and emotions. E.g., the “black hole phenomenon” (Suler, 2004).
Analysis
I felt that the online session started well with me reminding the client of the current contract we had in place, as well as making sure she was aware of what would happen if we came across any technical difficulties with being online, I do feel I should have made sure she was in a safe place to talk and also did not explain that there were observers in the session or that it was being recorded for training and assessment which I realise I should have informed the client of. 
Although I felt overall the session went well, I also noticed upon watching the recording back that I started a lot of my sentences with ‘it seems to me’, I feel that maybe I was overthinking what I was saying or how I was going to start the sentence and it became quite repetitive and unnatural and is something I need to work on. I also noticed I lick my lips a lot which could potentially be off putting to a client. 
I felt I utilised the initial core skills successfully, demonstrating active listening and attentiveness. I also mostly used open-ended questions which I have been actively practising weekly which came more naturally; however, I did ask a closed question when I asked if other friendships that had dissolved had had such an effect on the friendship group. I should have asked “how did other friendships that have broken down affect the group” to make this an open question. In this scenario I was lucky that the client did elaborate anyway but this could have been very different. 
I find online therapy has limitations, because I personally find body language important, it is limited online, and some people use more body language to show more expression, so they need a more solid atmosphere. It can also be impaired when there are technical disruptions (Kotera et al., 2021). At one point my camera flicked off due to the connection, this led the client to stop and let me know I had gone. If something like this happened when a client was crying or showing intense emotion, then it could be hard to get back there with a client after a disruption. 
I felt confident and competent in using the skills within the relational skills model (Midwinter & Dickson 2015). Although I did feel when I realised the session was coming to an end, I took the opportunity at a pause to start summarising what we had talked about, however I do feel I was concerned about the time and rushed when I could have said more than I did. In hindsight, I should have given the time to give a good reflection even if that did take me slightly over the session time because the client would have benefitted from this. By me rushing this could have looked unempathetic and the client may have felt cut off or a sense that I was disinterested.
Conclusion
To conclude, I felt my opening could have been better as I missed a few important things within the contracting stage. I also feel the skills I have been putting to practise were used efficiently and I picked up on when the client said and felt different emotions, for example her relief toward her friendship ending but the sadness she felt about losing that friend, and open-ended questions went well throughout the session. 
	I also realised whilst doing online sessions, the risk that the client could be at if they disclosed something serious then regretted it. They could easily cut the call or conversation and as a counsellor in that situation we do not have any control to make sure they are not at risk (Smith & Gillon 2021). 
	As discussed previously, keeping your personal and professional feelings individual from one another when counselling someone you know is another challenge. It would be easy for the session to become an informal discussion which has given me strong insight and awareness as to why it is not ethical to do so.
	I feel that I was able to successfully show empathy and compassion by my tone of voice, facial expressions, minimal encouragers and by using open ended questions and noticing feelings by focusing on the relational skills model (Midwinter & Dickson 2015). I do feel an aspect of using SOLER (Egan, 1986) is lacking. Using these skills online is a real challenge. And whilst online counselling for come therapies could be beneficial, I feel capturing the skills used within humanistic, psychotherapy and person-centred is harder (Békés & Aafjes-van Doorn, 2020). 
	I feel that throughout the session I safely and ethically engaged and utilised the counselling skills I have been taught and practised so far, I feel that the code of conduct set out by the university including ethical frameworks set out within the professions of psychology and counselling have been abided by. Therefore, making sure I adhered to conducts set by BPS (British Psychological Society, 2018), and BACP (BACP Ethical Framework for the Counselling Professions, 2018).
Action plan
During the session I started the sentence the same a few times which can almost come across as robotic and not very natural. This could be due to being online which is not the natural setting we have been practising in. Constantly being able to see myself put me in a position where not only was I concentrating on the clients’ expressions and what they were saying I was more aware of my own which made it unnatural. However, with Covid-19 and the uncertainty it brings I need to be more open to working online as it is becoming more normalised and for some people it could massively benefit.
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