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ECCS6001- Counselling Skills Essay
The Royal College for Psychotherapists website (2020) defines Counselling as a general term for exploring emotional problems by talking them through with a trained counsellor or therapist. (The Royal College for Psychotherapists, 2020) The core counselling skills are used to enable this process and support the client in their journey and decision making. This essay will critically analyse and evaluate the counselling skills I have learned and developed through the ten-week course, with reference to a specific session recorded on week nine using the Panopto system. A brief summary of the client and the previous session will be provided to show the areas discussed and the progress made. The core counselling skills demonstrated will be clarified using academic literature and my application evaluated to identify further development needs.  I have decided against following a reflection model for this essay as I felt the flow of the counselling session should dictate the reflection, however Gibbs model would have been my choice with clear and detailed points to follow allowing a flowing reflection.  

The client is a female in her late thirties and the session chosen is our third time together. In the past the client has discussed her struggle with post-natal depression after the birth of her son and the effect this has had on her self-esteem and confidence. She had previously expressed her worry and anxiety relating to the course and how her lack of self-worth was holding her back, stopping her believing in herself and ability to achieve. To adhere to data protection and maintain client’s confidentiality I will not be using her name through this essay.

I began by welcoming the client and explaining the assessment process again that required the session to be recorded, before clarifying the confidentiality limitations of the session.  Since this was our third time together it was not necessary to revisit all aspects of the relationship contract such as the fees, cancellations and complaints procedure at this time.  When entering into the role of a professional counsellor you are required to adhere to the ethical guidelines and codes of conduct which are created by the national professional bodies to ensure the industry remains ethical, safe and professional. The British Association for Counselling and Psychology (2020) states on their website that its code of practice is intended to guide the practice of counselling and psychotherapy and to ensure that their members are more ethically mindful and accountable for the ethical basis of practice.  The guidelines cover building a therapeutic relationship with the client which must be professional and confidential, which helps build the trust aspect of the relationship and this encourages the client to open up. The boundaries of this must be set and agreed before any counselling can take place, however, there are circumstances where the counsellor has a legal obligation to share information that has been discussed and these include when the client is posing a danger to themselves. 

I do feel that I wasn’t showing confidence that I have in previous sessions at this point, I stumbled over my words and wasn’t as concise and to the point as I would like.  Unlike previous sessions there wasn’t an observer in the room helping us with the filming equipment and unfortunately there had been some difficulties prior to the start which I think threw me slightly.  Further experience and more time spent using the Panopto system would extend my knowledge of the system and prevent this happening again, however I feel that I also need to develop my ability to stop and shelve such issues to prevent them affecting the session and the client. I did nevertheless communicate the information regarding the session recording and the limitations of the confidentiality along with checking the clients understanding and their willingness to proceed with the session.
McLeod (2007) suggest that in counselling the term relationship in fact relates to a cluster of skills and principle but is still based on the understanding that there are two parties involved and the success of this relationship requires commitment and investment from both sides.  In a therapeutic relationship it is the client who guides the sessions, Carl Rogers created the person centred therapy in the 1950’s which was seen as revolutionary, Rogers (2003) explained that this non-directive therapy places the focus completely on the client and provide them with the opportunity to lead their counselling sessions, to encourage and develop their potential to find their way themselves. Rogers placed the relationship between the client and therapist at the centre of his theory and stated that ..“in the emotional warmth of the relationship with the therapist , the client begins to experience a feeling of safety as he finds that whatever attitude he expresses is understood in almost the same way that he perceives it and it is accepted” (Rogers, C. 2003 : 41).  Roger suggested six core requirements to create the correct conditions to build a successful relationship the main three being empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard and without these in place the crucial client counsellor relationship would not develop. The success of this theory is shown through its longevity and endurance through the years as Gerald Corey (2016) citing Cain 2008 explained that extensive research has been completed and has shown considerable support for the effectiveness of this therapy across a substantial range of clients, from different age groups and with different problems. The durability they explain could be contributed to its continued evolvement over the years with new developments and innovations enabling the theory to have a continued success.

Since we started working together the therapeutic relationship has developed and flourished, and  I have seen the client become more comfortable and settled. I began this session as usual by asking the client what she would like to talk about and  I was delighted when she began by revisiting the last session and expressed the positive effects she has experienced since and the improvement in her mood.  The client then moved to discuss her husband and their relationship which we hadn’t covered previously, this I think shows her feeling more comfortable within our therapeutic relationship now. She even comments that she was surprised that she had moved to discuss this which I further believe highlights this point more.  I do think that I have demonstrated empathy throughout and shown my authentic self to keep the relationship that we have built through our time together real and genuine.  I feel this is obvious through the recording and especially highlighted when we were discussing future plans towards the end and the rapport shone through. This is where my strength lies, I believe I have the natural ability to put people at ease and show true empathy which enables the client to feel heard and experience that unconditional positive regard. 

Gerald Egan, (2014) an American professor developed the skilled helper model with the aim of helping clients to use their underdeveloped resources to develop their own opportunities, using the tool SOLER which he felt is an integral part of non-verbal communication.  SOLER is an acronym and stands for sitting squarely on to the client, approximately 45 degree angle is suggested. Open posture which is to prevent defensive actions such as arms or legs crossing. Lean slightly towards the client and eye contact should be maintained without staring and finally relax, allowing the client to sense this. I ensured that the room as sent up correctly and that we were sitting at the correct angle however to ensure that we can record the sessions within the pods, we have to sit closer together than I would if using a different space as I don’t want to over crowd the client or invade their personal space.  I maintained eye contact throughout without staring at the client or making her feel uncomfortable and I noticed that I tilt my head to the side which I believe is conveying understanding and empathy   I feel that the majority of my body language was open however I notice at one point I moved forward to listen, but I crossed my legs which could have been seen as defensive and actually cutting myself off.  As discussed previously I did show my nerves slightly by fidgeting but I feel my body language and non-verbal communication skills overall were effective, and the client definitely seemed to benefit from these.

Culley and Bond (2004) suggest that attending skills and listening skills are essential, they are interrelated and complement each other well. They further suggest that it is the non-verbal communication and active listening that shows the client that you are with them interested in them and alert to what they are wanting to share with you.  Since the client had already expressed her surprise at where she was taking the session, it was imperative that I enabled this by providing an environment where she felt heard and supported and the open body language along with active listening and minimal responses such as smiling, and nodding showed her I was present and listening. As explained previously I showed my delight in my face when she discussed her improvement, but I sensed a change in her mood as she moved the subject forward to discuss difficult times in her relationship. I could sense, see and hear she was getting upset and whilst maintaining the silence I reassured her with a smile and moved my position to shown I was open which definitely seemed to help.  

The client was discussing her resentment of her husband and how she was aware she was holding onto this before using the metaphor of wearing a coat to protect herself from being hurt again.  I tried to explore this metaphor further by asking her, how she felt life would be without this coat of protection which I feel prompted further thought and the realisation that life itself wouldn’t be any different but her self-worth and her relationship with her husband would be. Midwinter and Dickinson (2015) explains that using the client imagery and working with his can be a powerful way of identifying their feelings and true meaning.  They suggest that this method can help some clients create a visual mental image without specific visualisation exercises.  The client was obviously comfortable using this as she continued to refer back to the metaphor when she explained that even when her husband had made an effort, she felt as if she had put her coat on more and even physically gestured to showing putting the coat on.  We were able to develop this further where we explored the prospect of setting a target of removing the coat, this came towards the end of the session and was a lovely moment I felt where we discussed small steps and referred to it as just dropping the jacket from her shoulder.  I felt at this point the strength and success of our relationship was shown and the client smiled and laughed demonstrating how comfortable she was.  Metaphors certainly provide a valuable opportunity to develop ideas further if the correct situation and circumstance arrives although this might not always be the case and they shouldn’t be forced.  A misuse or forced metaphor could leave the client feeling misunderstood or that you weren’t listening which may damage or hinder the relationship built.

As discussed above I could sense a change with the client in their mood as she discussed her relationship and whilst I listened, I could hear and feel the pain she was holding in her chest. When she paused I was able to acknowledge this and explain to the client that I could sense the pain she was holding in this area which she agreed was anxiety and resentment from the past weighing heavy on her.  This I believe demonstrated my empathic understanding and allowed me to show immediacy and reflection by communicating what I was feeling in that moment from what she was saying and conveying. Midwinter and Dickenson described immediacy … “in the moment reflections that focus on what is happening in the here and now, a way of holding a mirror up to a client to show them what you are seeing and feeling.” (Midwinter & Dickenson 2015: 68) I also reflected that the feeling and the word resentment was recurring throughout the session to ensure she felt heard and felt empathy. I sense that these were valuable parts of the session, as I seemed to capture the client’s feelings and she acknowledge this. As with the use of metaphor I do think it is important to use immediacy and reflection with caution as if the client isn’t feeling this it could be misconstrued as incongruence or not listening.  

I have used paraphrasing a number of times with this client, I find that when I am focused on the client and what they are saying it is easy to reflect back which for me helps to reinforce my understanding of the situation and allow for further development, but also I feel helps show the client that I am listening and taking in everything they are saying. Culley and Bond (2004) describe paraphrasing as a core counselling skill which shows the client that you have heard and understood them fully.  They suggest that paraphrasing enables communication of empathic understanding and enables relationship to be formed.   From the recording I have seen that I appear to use the same terminology repeatedly when reflecting which I intend to work on and develop further, I would like to be able to paraphrase more concisely as I feel that this would create a more flowing experience for the client.

Silence has two main uses as it allows the client to speak about their issues without anyone interrupting but also can give them the space to process their thoughts and feelings without disruption.  After the initial introduction and contracting with the client I didn’t communicate verbally at all for approximately the next 11 minutes allowing the client to speak and encouraging purely through nodding and gesturing.  This I felt allowed the client the opportunity to get where she needed to be.  Later on in the session I posed a question about her putting pressure and guilt on herself and then allowed her time in silence to consider this.  The client demonstrated non-verbal evidence that she was thinking and considering this, so I was reassured that she was comfortable for the silence to continue. Midwinter and Dickinson (2015) highlights the effectiveness of silence as allowing the client time to pause, reflect, feel and show emotion but it is imperative that the counsellor remains active and present to gauge the situation and provide further support when needed.  Whilst the use of silence initially frightened me,  I feel that my skills are developing in this area and I used this well in this instance. Although in this case it helped the client gain clarity, I do become very conscious of the silence and the time passing but I believe that my confidence in this area will grow as my experience does nonetheless it is essential to be mindful and alert to the client during this time.

While I did ask the client a few questions I was mindful to ensure that they were open questions with a purpose.  I asked the client a question relating to coat metaphor discussed above, inquiring what the client thought life would be like without this coat to explore her visualisation of the situation further.  Questioning is a core counselling skill but the question and the reason for the question must be considered to ensure it is useful and not a hinder.  McLeod (2007) explained the questions can genuinely show interest from the counsellor and encourage the client to open up, but too many of the wrong questions could be perceived as controlling and damage the relationship.  Approximately thirty minutes into the session I asked a question about making change and if she thought that the change needed to come from her husband or from herself, but I don’t think I communicated this as clearly as I could have.  I seemed to confuse my message and I could have been a lot more concise and to the point, the client did understand and took some time to reflect on this nevertheless I was disappointed in myself as I felt it could have been more effective. Questioning I feel is my weakest area that I would like to develop further, whilst I am ensuring my questions are open and encouraging the client to open further, I need to consider the structure of the question more before asking.
As the session was coming to an end the clients suggested ways she could change to move forward and this opened a perfect opportunity to suggest considering targets and goals to achieve before the next appointment.  As discussed previously the metaphor was revisited and I asked the client what she felt would be a way to move forward and it was her who suggested to work on removing this coat she had been referring to all through the session.  It was a great moment when she decided that she would instigate more intimacy with her partner.  Whilst hesitate at first, she asked if it could be something small and again as discussed earlier, we were able to joke about baby steps and just removing the coat from her shoulders.  It was the client who gave all the ideas and examples of how she would like to move forward and what she would like to achieve I was just supporting and checking that the she was comfortable with her decisions. This was the first time we had discussed targets and goals so I felt it was important to not over complicate the situation and frighten her but moving forward I would used the SMART system.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, I have demonstrated a wide range of counselling skills through this session with varied levels of success. A few technical difficulties at the beginning did affect my performance at first as I was flustered and thrown slightly, which on reflection I am disappointed about but I still covered all the necessary contracting information so the client wasn’t placed at a disadvantage. The effective use of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard has resulted in a very successful therapeutic relationship being formed and I am so proud of how I have supported this and the positive results that are being shown and were highlighted when the client discussed her progress.  I feel that showing empathy and demonstrating active listening have been my strength through this session and I am happy with my performance, however I feel that I need to further develop my attending skills and body language.  This session provided a perfect example of the use of metaphors as the client brought a very effective idea when discussing her resentment towards her husband. I was really happy with how that evolved, as we were able to revisit this on a few occasions right up to discussing further development around it.  Paraphrasing and immediacy are both areas I would like to develop further in as although I am able to recognise the situation I would like to work on making my response more concise and direct as I feel this would benefit my clients more.  Finally my time management skills need to be addressed as I stated at the beginning of the session that we would be aiming for 25 minutes together and I wasn’t able to see the timer so we ran over to 36 minutes. This has meant the not all of the summarising will be available for assessment so is definitely and area I need to work on.
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