Produce a 20-minute video recording of counselling skills and a 2,000-word reflective commentary, linking theory to practice.



Description

For the purpose of this reflective commentary, I will be using Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Gibbs. 1988) as a framework for a reflection of my counselling skills during a 20-minute video recording. Prior to the video recording of counselling skills being produced, we had a discussion regarding the contracting for group and triad work. As a group, we discussed what things should be included in the contract in order to provide a safe space for the counsellor and client. There were a number of things prior to the recording taking place that I had to consider to ensure I was abiding by the contract. Firstly, due to the current situation with COVID-19 and being at home, I decided that the best way to preserve confidentiality of the client was to ensure I was in a room alone away from other members of the household with a headset on so only I could hear what the client was saying. Due to this being a second session between the client and I, we did not go over the contract again during the recorded session, as this had already been done in our first session. Instead, I begun the introduction by saying ‘Welcome back to our second session, I know that we went over the contract last week, however, I must make you aware that this week the session is being recorded and we have our usual twenty minutes for the session’. At the start of the session, I summarised what we talked about in our previous session before asking the client what they would like to speak about today. During the session, I believe I kept within the boundaries of the contract well. Upon watching my recording of the session again, I noticed a number of skills I displayed well, such as use of minimal encouragers, use of silence, restating, summarising, goal setting and use of open questions. There were a few open questions I asked which the client responded well to such as ‘how did that make you feel?’. ‘can you tell me a bit more about the relationship you have with your daughter?’. However, I did notice upon watching back which I did not notice at the time, I asked a few closed questions and my eye contact at times was not great. When we were coming to the end of the session, I made the client aware of this, I then summarised what we had talked about during the session, and the client’s goals. To finish off I asked the client one thing she is going to do today after the session, this was used as a sense of ‘bringing the client back into the room’. I then thanked the client for their time. 




Feelings 

I must certainly acknowledge that my feelings were very different doing an online skills session rather than in person. Firstly, there was some anxiety before the session started as to whether it would go smoothly. This was due to the extra things that needed to be considered such as internet connection. There were some minor issues with connectivity where the video was freezing and I could not hear what the client was saying, however, this did not cause any major disruption and we were able to carry on with the session. At the time, it felt strange to not fully see the client, I feel this made some things such as mirroring impossible. However, I tried to display attending skills by trying to keep as much of an open posture as I could to allow my client to feel I was fully engaged in what they were saying. When the session was over, I felt happy with how the session went given the situation we find ourselves in due to COVID-19, I feel I adapted well to the online sessions. 



Evaluation 

New challenges were found during the movement to online video counselling sessions, this included connection problems which sometimes made the video freeze and inability to hear what the client was saying. This has the ability to cause problems with the therapist-client relationship (MacMullin, Jerry & Cook. 2020). However, it is important to stay professional and ask the client to repeat what they were saying to avoid any miscommunication. Upon watching the recording, I noticed that I did not do this, this was because while there were connection issues it was causing lagging which meant by the time the connection had caught up, the client had continued to speak. Therefore, I did not interrupt; although I should have asked the client to repeat what they said as I could have missed some vital information. 
Throughout learning counselling skills over the last three years, closed questions have always been something I have found myself doing without realising I am doing it when I watch the recording of myself back. However, upon looking back this time you can definitely see what effect asking closed questions has on the client’s response to the question in comparison to when you ask open questions. According to Midwinter and Dickinson (2015) asking closed questions prompts yes or no answers whereas open questions can prompt the client to go into more detail on what is being discussed. 

Throughout my three years studying at UWTSD, during my counselling skills sessions I have always adopted a person-centred approach to my counselling skills (Rogers. 1992). Central to the person-centred approach are the core conditions. According to Rogers (1992) several conditions are necessary to promote personality change. Although there are several core conditions which Rogers (1992) describes as necessary, he states that in a therapeutic relationship; there are three of these core conditions which must be present. These include congruence, unconditional positive regard, and empathy (Rogers. 1992). Despite the difficulties with connection problems, I believe these core conditions were met. There is one moment in the recording where empathy is demonstrated clearly, this was when silence was 
used and you could see a movement in the client. You could see the effectiveness of that silence, and how it made the client think. Also, empathy is about having awareness about what the client is saying, I believe this was demonstrated in the questions I would ask the client. Congruence was demonstrated by remaining my genuine self and remaining open with the client throughout all our sessions together. Finally, unconditional positive regard was demonstrated through what the client was willing to share. For example, the client felt comfortable in saying ‘I know this may sound doom and gloom, but I have been googling, and did you know suicide rates are very high amongst teenagers?’. This indicated to me that the client feels accepted by myself and knew that whatever they say will be received without any judgement from myself. It was at this very moment, with the core conditions being present, that I felt as though the client and I had achieved relational depth. This can be described as the depth and quality of contact between a therapist and client (Knox. 2008). 

Analysis 

There were a number of things in the video recording that I believe went well, such as asking a series of effective open questions which I thought were effective. I also displayed other skills throughout the session such use of minimal encouragers, use of silence, restating, summarising, goal setting and use of open questions. When doing minimal encouragers, I feel I had to put more emphasis on these in order for it to be picked up by the client. Another thing that I noticed was that my eyes would wander sometimes, which I have never noticed before, as I am aware that eye contact is another important factor when actively listening to someone.


As previously mentioned with the new challenges of counselling skills sessions moving online, sometimes non-verbal communication may not be noticed (Roesler. 2017). As I mentioned previously, I was having to put more emphasis on my minimal encouragers to ensure my client would be able to pick up on this. Another issue was the connection problem, which meant I could not hear my client at a certain point but when we reconnected, I did not ask the client to repeat themselves which I should have. Fortunately, this had no negative effects on the session. Also, one area of development I need to focus on is using closed questions. When I watch myself back, I am able to pick up when I am using a closed question by the response of the client. However, when I am actually in the moment and asking the questions, I don’t notice when I’m asking a closed question. An example of a closed question I asked was ‘is that the biggest worry?’ which prompted a very short answer from the client. I recognise I should have said something along the lines of ‘what do you feel is your biggest worry?’. 

My stronger points during the session were restating, pausing, summarising, minimal encouragers, goal setting and use of open questions. I summarised at the beginning and end of the session; I always like to summarise at the beginning as a recap of the previous session so that the client knows what we last spoke about. Summarising at the end is just as important, this shows you have been actively listening to the client. In the past, I have always been worried about under-using or over-using certain skills. However, this time around, I feel that I used my skills effectively, and did not feel that I could have used a certain skill more or less apart from those I have already discussed. I feel that I have grown in confidence with knowing when to implement a certain skill into the discussion, and the skills happen more naturally than they have previously.


Conclusion

In conclusion, I believe that I have adapted well to the movement of online counselling skills and this came across in my recording. I am happy with how the session went and with my counselling skills overall. However, it has made me aware of some skills that do need improving. This includes minimising asking closed questions, as these were not used appropriately and resulted in short-answered responses from the client. Also, that I need to be more aware of my eye movements when I am speaking as sometimes my eyes would wander, this has been something that I have never noticed before and can come across as though you are not actively listening to what your client is saying.  



Action plan


If I were to encounter the same event again, where we would be doing online counselling skills sessions; I would definitely enter the space without as much anxiety as I did this time. I think this was due to the unknown this time around, I was not sure whether we may encounter any connectivity problems during the session due to relying on technology. However, I feel I would not worry about this as much a second time around. Also, I would ensure that I am recognising when I am asking closed questions and being more aware of my eye movements. If I were to ever have connection problems again during a session where I cannot hear the client, I will ensure to ask the client to repeat what they were saying in case I missed any vital information from the discussion. I have also acknowledged how far I have come over the last three years with my counselling skills, considering I had not practiced them for a while, I feel I displayed my skills well during the video recording. 
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