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Reflective Commentary

Introduction
In the first semester of my third year in university, I participated in the Reflexive Counselling Skills module, delivered by Dr Beverly Cole.  This module was a direct follow-up to the Introduction to Counselling Skills and Counselling Skills and Approaches modules offered in the first two years.  This final counselling module continued from the previous in that we were encouraged to practice our counselling skills in triad groups in preparation for a 20-minute mock counselling session recording for the purposes of assessment.  
The ‘Weather Model
This reflective commentary will use the ‘Weather Model, of reflection to review and reflect upon the successes and challenges of Reflexive Counselling skills and how I feel my skills have developed through the course of the module (Maclean, 2016). 
SUNSHINE - What went well? What was successful?
This semester, for the first time since I started university, I have felt the most motivated to attend lectures and maintain my attention throughout the three-hours. Due to my job working in a nightclub, I always showed up to these three-hour counselling sessions exhausted from the previous night, I was unable to focus fully and often struggled to bring myself into lectures. Since changing to a more appropriate daytime job, I have felt a marked improvement in what I can offer to the group discussions, engage more with the material and noticed an overall improvement in my well-being and productivity.  I have been able to more effectively focus on multiple extra aspects of the triad sessions such as noticing body language and tone of voice and being better prepared to respond to a client’s statements, now having the ability to actively listen while at the same time formulating a response.  
An aspect of triad work I found successful was the ongoing therapeutic relationship between myself and my triad partner.  I learned from past experiences that during triad work, I can better empathise and be more present when the scenario I am faced with has at least an aspect of truth.  Because of this, when it is my turn to be the client, I always choose a scenario that is true to whatever misadventures or distresses I have faced in my life, either in my past or present.  When working in this particular triad (dyad), rather than faking a scenario, both my partner and I chose to use genuine issues that we currently faced and placed enough trust in the other to talk openly about these issues and in turn provide more authentic therapeutic experiences than we would otherwise.  The sense of genuineness in these mock counselling sessions meant that each session led into the next as it would in a real therapeutic scenario.  Throughout the sessions, I gradually learned more about the other's concerns and supported each other throughout.  By the end of the module, we had begun to view our real scenarios from a different perspective.  It was in these moments, such as when I had a ‘conversation’ with my younger self about my future concerns (an oddly specific situation I think about often), that these sessions became more than just exercises for an assessment and took on legitimate therapeutic and existential value.  
When choosing my triad recording for assessment, I watched each through once and identified that my first recording was not as good as the other two and did not consider it.  As for the remaining two recordings, I left them to play on repeat and reviewed the pros and cons of each by creating two documents.  I identified which of the recordings has the best pros-to-cons ratio compared to the other, an outcome which was also true to my gut instinct and chose to submit my 2nd recording.  
RAIN - What didn’t go well? What was challenging?
The first challenge I faced during this module came immediately upon returning to university.   Toward the end of 2nd year and throughout the summer holidays my personal circumstances changed drastically in terms of part-time work, relationships and living situations. Additionally, I had begun my empirical project and was thinking forward to what I would do after this year.  I had not been able to keep up with my counselling skills and so upon returning this year I initially struggled to put back into practice the skills I learned previously as well as some of my classmates.  I struggled to make my skills feel genuine which was frustrating as I felt that I had made good progress in level five only to lose these skills in the final and most important year.  This stressful challenge was somewhat relieved by some helpful feedback from the class lead who assured me that my skills were sufficient for at least a passing mark and gave constructive feedback about how to improve and things to watch out for during practice triad sessions which I would later implement.  By the time the practical assessment was due, I felt far more comfortable and confident in leading a counselling session by relying on my learned skills rather than overthinking. 
Although not necessarily a challenge, one notable difference between modules was the sudden change in lecturers.  For levels 4 and 5, our counselling modules were led by lecturer Ruth Groff. Over these years the class had gotten comfortable enough with Ruth (and the other class members as a whole) to share sensitive personal experiences.  I was unaware that for this semester, we would instead be taught by Dr Beverly Cole, I was initially worried that adding a new lead to the established counselling class would change the dynamic of the lectures and that I would be less comfortable disclosing things during the ‘check-ins’. However, after only 2 lectures, my concerns were relieved as Dr Cole led the session well and created a comfortable environment where we could continue to speak openly and focus on developing our skills.
LIGHTNING - What came as a surprise?
Our lecture on Gestalt therapy briefly covered the ‘empty chair technique’.  This technique places the client opposite an empty chair and encourages them to imagine someone in that spot, the therapist encourages the client to say to the chair whatever it is they would like to say to the person and analyse the client's statements, emotions, and behaviours (Greenberg, 1979).  During the teaching phase, I initially found this technique to be somewhat rudimentary and was sceptical of its efficacy for some clients who may not respond well to roll-play style techniques.  However, I decided to use this technique during my triad work as my mock client's main frustrations lie with her ex-husband, so I deemed this situation as an appropriate use for chair work.  To my surprise, my client said some profound statements that I doubt I would have brought out of the client alone.  This technique allowed me to take a step back from active counselling to better observe my client's tone of voice, body language and the statements they were saying rather than being distracted about what I was going to say next.  I was able to discern far more emotions and themes than I would with the client facing me.  In subsequent triad sessions, I continued to expand on this chair work as it took on a central role in these sessions.  I would follow up the chair work with something like “How did that make you feel?” before exploring some of the themes and points made during the exercise.  I also tried the reverse version of the exercise in which my client would take on the role of her ex-husband but found this to be less successful.
FOG - What didn’t I understand? What wasn’t I sure of?
In our lectures, the class learned different techniques, approaches and theories that could be applied during our triad sessions.  While many of these techniques were helpful, there were several that I found to be either confusing or something that I would not personally want to include in a counselling session as a practitioner, nor would I expect to resonate well with me as a client.  For example, as part of the Gestalt Therapy lecture, we were introduced to the idea of the ‘sensitive challenge’, a technique in which the practitioner would acknowledge and challenge contradictory verbal messages and extreme statements. For this technique, I found it challenging to use sensitive challenges appropriately so as not to sound condescending or insensitive to the client's statements. When putting the sensitive challenge into practice, I was careful only to use this technique if the client made a glaringly obvious contradiction. At that point, I found it easier to explore the context behind the statement. 
Another example of this would be the Kapman ‘Drama Triangle’, explained to us as part of transactional analysis (Karpman, 1981). Although interesting, I found this model of human interaction to be convoluted and perhaps slightly too advanced for my current skill level.  I found some of the implications and terminology used to be borderline inappropriate to use in a counselling setting, such as claims that a victim does not take responsibility for their situation, or the vague role of the rescuer which was, in some instances, described as an enabler.   However, the second half of the transactional analysis covered PAC Ego States (Berne, 1957), this concept I found much easier to grasp as I was able to identify situations in which myself and others around me adopted one of these Parent, Adult or Child ego states and has given me continued awareness of when and why people act in certain circumstances.
WIND - Did anything throw me off course during the experience?
During this module, I have taken a few opportunities to practice my counselling skills in the real world when appropriate.  While many of these instances were successful when dealing with easier issues, I began to feel as if I lacked sufficient empathy for more serious issues that I may not be able to relate to.  Given the importance of empathy in counselling interactions, I now worry that I lack the innate skill that lends itself to a good counsellor.  I am aware of my shortcomings regarding empathy and gentleness as I consistently find myself leaning towards problem-solving and solution-focused therapy rather than possessing the therapeutic presence that may come more naturally to others.  For this, I blame what I now know to be my Parent Ego State, as the values and strategies I find useful in my life, such as self-agency and the value of ‘self-improvement’ are traits found throughout my family that have likely been passed onto me.  Additionally, I am now keenly aware that these values and strategies are not always appropriate for others who may think differently. I should be more conscious of utilising my nurturing parent state over my criticising parent state when dealing with sensitive situations (Berne, 1958).  Improvements in these areas should be made if I am to continue to develop my counselling skills. 
STORM - Was there any conflict? What caused it? 
An ongoing theme of my academic journey is figuring out what aspect of psychology my skills best complement.  When starting university, I was insistent that I wanted to develop the skills needed to become a counsellor/therapist, however, especially during this final year of counselling skills I have found myself leaning more towards clinical and experimental psychology.  I have received mostly good feedback on my triad work. However, although I was able to demonstrate the skills to pass the practical recording assessment, I could not erase the sense that these triad sessions felt non-genuine. I was somewhat forcing myself to demonstrate these skills rather than creating a natural therapeutic presence within myself.  After a few lectures back, I downloaded an audiobook version of On Becoming a Person by Carl Rogers (1995).  This book contains several quotes that resonated with me on my counselling journey, one of which is “We cannot change, we cannot move away from what we are, until we thoroughly accept what we are. Then change seems to come about almost unnoticed.” (Rogers, 1995). Although maybe not what Rogers intended, my interpretation of this is that I must accept where my strengths lie and allow my natural progression through education to take its course.  When looking for more wisdom from Rogers, I found another one of his books Freedom to Learn (1994) which explores a humanistic view of education and encourages personal improvement and lifelong learning that succeeds traditional teaching (Rogers & Freiberg, 1994).  What I take from these sources is that my academic journey is still far from complete, and I should not let my perceived shortcomings in counselling skills hinder my progress nor let these learned skills go to waste. I have since started to look more into postgraduate pathways in the likes of psychiatry and forensic psychology which would certainly draw from skills learned in these modules. 

HARD Goal
Below is a layout of my personal HARD goal (Murphy, 2017), created to help me work towards my goals for the future concerning the development and use of my counselling skills in a passionate way (Murphy, 2010).  My immediate goal in this instance is to choose and apply for an appropriate master's degree that will help drive my career in its desired direction. 
· Heartfelt – Reasons why I want to achieve this goal
My primary intrinsic reason for choosing this career path is for me to get a sense of fulfilment and pride in doing a worthwhile job.  For the past several years I have been doing part-time jobs in hospitality such as waiting tables and serving drinks in nightclubs. I feel a great sense of emptiness that these roles do not allow me to achieve my full self nor make a proper impact or change in people's lives.  I do not wish to stay in these roles forever and my main driving goal is to feel my work is contributing to society more than simple hospitality, with a career in mental health being the most worthwhile in my opinion.   By choosing a masters degree in which I can further develop my counselling and interpersonal skills, I can better develop my career around a job I will find fulfilling and more easily provide the best life for my future family.
· Animated – Where do I want my career to be and describe it?
Ever since I was a child, I have dreamed of having my own office with my name on the door, a space for me to personalise, be professional and further my career, which can be achieved through education.  I know for certain that my career is to be in the field of psychiatry or psychotherapy.  Additionally, I have re-found my interest in forensic psychology and aspire to apply my scientific knowledge and methods after my degree to the legal system and work with offenders, from here I can gain experience and develop my skills and career further.
· Required – What do I need to accomplish?
 The foremost step I must achieve is to graduate from UWTSD with at least a 2:1 for me to progress onto a master's degree course.  In the coming days, I plan to meet with the careers advisor to ensure that my CV is up to standard and to see what available MSc courses might be most suitable for me, notable courses being MSc’s in Clinical Psychology and Mental Health, Sport Psychology or Forensic Psychology at Swansea University.  I must then draft a personal statement that emphasises my previous experience in counselling skills.  I do not wish to plan further than an acceptance into an MSc program as I believe that my attention should remain in the here and now to achieve what I can with my skills at this moment. 
· Difficult - Most important skills to develop. 
The most important skill to develop at this point is empathy. This skill does not come naturally to me but will need to be developed for success in counselling and general relationships.  I also aim to establish a wider catalogue of interventions, exercises and techniques that I can use during therapeutic practice. Additionally, I should expand my knowledge of psychological theories behind the causes and treatments of different mental health conditions for a firm understanding of conditions before progressing my education/career.  These skills will help me both in academia when applying for further courses, and in interpersonal interactions in day-to-day life when the topic of mental health is of concern.  
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