Critically evaluate and reflect on your use of the qualities of the helping relationship within your submitted skills practice
The following reflection focuses on a twenty minute counselling skills practise session that took place on the 5th of February, 2019, as part of a Graduate Certificate in Counselling Skills course. The session was recorded and carried out with the help of a fellow student who assumed the role of the client. For the purposes of this essay, I have anonymised the student’s identity to protect their confidentiality and have instead referred to them as ‘the client’. Throughout this critical evaluation of the session, I have followed Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle to provide a framework for my examination. I begin by reflecting on my feelings prior, during and after the session, and subsequently provide a more in-depth evaluation and analysis. A number of conclusions have also been made following my assessment of the session that provide implications for future practice and my own professional development.
Whilst the client and I were already acquainted with one another from class, for the purposes of the exercise we agreed to act as if it were the first time we had met as client and counsellor. On this particular week, prior to the session beginning I became increasingly aware of our dual relationship and noticed some anxiety surrounding this – specifically how the exercise might affect our growing friendship (Leach, 2015). Whilst as Midwinter and Dixon (2015) explain, rapport can be very important in establishing a climate for a successful helping relationship to flourish, in my case, I felt our developing friendship actually became a source of distraction for me in the counselling room. Although the rapport we had developed was enjoyable in the context of the classroom, I found in the session it drew my attention away from what the client was sharing at times. Even this (arguably minor) experience of the impact dual relationships, reflects how vitally important it is for the client and the therapist to maintain appropriate boundaries and why this issue forms an important part of the ethical frameworks that govern the profession (BACP Ethical Framework, 2018). 

As the session progressed, whilst I was still cognisant of our dual relationship, I noticed I began to feel more comfortable and confident as I simply focussed on demonstrating Roger’s (1957) core conditions for therapeutic change (Feltham, Hanley & Winter, 2017). I believe this growth in confidence was contributed to by two observations I made during the session: firstly, that the client’s verbal encouragements appeared to suggest I understood the issue they had brought and their feelings surrounding it (00:04:05; 00:15:31), and secondly that the client’s situation reminded me of a potentially similar one my mother had experienced. Whilst I was wary of how easy it can be to draw overt comparisons to personal experiences (Midwinter & Dixon, 2015), the memory of empathising with my mother gave me confidence that I could also empathise with the client’s experience and didn’t need to provide any ‘solutions’.

During and after the conclusion of the session I was very aware of a mix of feelings. On the one hand, I felt relieved and confident that I had adequately facilitated the session; on the other hand however, I was aware of a feeling of slight disappointment and inadequacy surrounding the limitation of my skills and my lack of experience in helping clients therapeutically. Whilst I felt there were many positives to take away, I also felt as if I had slightly let the client down by my limitations and was curious about where the session might have gone if a more experienced helper – or even a qualified therapist – might have been involved. Even in writing this however, I am conscious not to overly ruminate on such things unless it is going to be beneficial to my development as a practitioner, and to remember how important yet simultaneously challenging self-care can be in this profession. As Coaston (2017) explains, whilst counsellors routinely exhibit compassion towards their clients, research shows they can often find it hard to direct those same feelings inwards towards themselves. 
In evaluating the overall outcome of the session, I believe there are a number of positives to take away from it, but also many missed opportunities to analyse for further development. A range of basic counselling skills were exhibited throughout the session that appeared to provide a good foundation for the helping relationship to establish, which I will endeavour to highlight. As Midwinter and Dickson (2015) explain, this kind of on action reflection (Schön, 1987) helps to add meaning to the experiences encountered in the counselling room and is an important way to develop your way of working. 
In opening the session, I endeavoured to establish a climate in which a helping relationship would flourish by attempting to build rapport from the start (Midwinter & Dixon, 2015). When I welcomed the client, I communicated my pleasure in seeing them, explaining it was “great to see you again”, to which the client appeared to respond favourably (00:00:03). From here, I went on to discuss the contract, ensuring the client was in agreement before proceeding (00:00:14). Whilst the contract covered what I deemed to be the most crucial components for a working alliance in this scenario (Clarkson, 2003), in retrospect I believe there were a number of important points I failed to highlight – the first of these being the issue of our dual relationship.
As already mentioned, my awareness of our dual relationship was a source of distraction, however upon further reflection, I believe this was primarily because it caught me off guard and I had not anticipated it beforehand. Gabriel and Davies (2000) highlight that anticipating when dual relationships are going to occur in counselling can help to promote more disciplined responses from the therapist, instead of processing their impact after the event. Awareness surrounding the impact of dual relationships has not always been commonplace (Syme, 2003), and whilst nonsexual dual relationships are not prohibited in counselling, counsellors are ethically responsible for approaching dual relationships with caution and engaging with the client to ensure they understand the implications and potential consequences of working in this way (BACP Ethical Framework, 2018). Practitioners differ in their attitudes towards dual relationships, with some suggesting they are in fact necessary and even clinically mandated in certain cases (Zur, 2019). Upon reflection however, it would have been more congruent to acknowledge the dual relationship I shared with the client verbally whilst setting up the contract, explaining the implications of this and checking they were still happy to proceed. I believe this would not only have established a stronger sense of trust in the working alliance, but also helped to reduce my anxiety and distraction by the issue also.

The second notable omission that I identified in the contract stage was the lack of goal setting and discussion surrounding what the client hoped to achieve from this session and future ones. Goal setting encourages a client to become more consciously competent about what is happening in their life as well as reinforcing them as the active component in the process of therapeutic change (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015; Feltham, Hanley & Winter, 2017). I believe discussing the client’s goals prior to them sharing would have helped steer the session in a more focused manner and given the client a greater sense of purpose in what they intended to share.  
As the session continued, I attempted to demonstrate the core conditions, primarily by focussing on attending behaviour and active listening skills. This included using minimal encouragers (Cummings, 1989), mirroring (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015) and Egan’s (2014) SOLER framework. Whilst I tried to maintain an open posture throughout the session and to use appropriate eye contact (Culley & Bond, 2004), at times – specifically during the opening of the session – I noticed my eye contact was poor and I used too many hand gestures, which was likely a result of nervousness. The size of the counselling room also played an interesting role in preventing me from applying the SOLER framework comprehensively, both in terms of sitting squarely with the client and also leaning towards them, as this would have infringed upon their personal space. As the session wore on, I began to feel physically uncomfortable due to the proximity to the client and I struggled to handle this well, resulting in my posture becoming more awkward and closed at times (00:11:22). As Pearson and Wilson (2012) explain, small spaces have actually been shown to exhibit a negative impact on the quality of communication between the counsellor and client, and with that in mind, in future I would endeavour to select more spacious environments for counselling sessions. 
During the initial stages of the session, the client outlined the issue they wanted to bring, highlighting that a change in an important friendship had caused them some distress and led them to question what had brought that about. After the client explained this in some detail, I endeavoured to check I had understood what had been said by clarifying (McLeod & McLeod, 2011) and paraphrasing (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015) what the client had shared (00:03:32). The client appeared to confirm I had understood them correctly, which seemed to encourage them to continue in greater depth. As the client shared more about the issue, I felt it would be useful to use identifying skills (00:05:47) to invite them to unpack more meaning about what they were sharing, and also reflecting skills (00:07:38) to mirror back some of the feelings I had heard them express (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Both of these techniques appeared to open up new avenues of discussion and to encourage the client to go deeper in exploring the issue.
Over the course of the session, I became aware of two recurring themes. The first theme centred around a sense of distress that the client seemed to be experiencing as a result of not knowing what had precipitated the perceived change in the relationship. I was able to reflect this recurring theme back to the client (00:09:42), which appeared to raise the client’s awareness of it. The second theme centred around the client’s suspicion that as a result of their friend dealing with a number of challenging situations in their family life (00:02:07), it was possible the friend felt judged by the client (00:13:49; 00:16:09). Despite the client’s awareness that their friend might feel self-conscious about these issues, the client did in fact appear to have quite strong opinions about them (00:15:34). Whilst the client was exploring this in conversation, I was able to use silence (McLeod & McLeod, 2011) as a tool to allow the client’s thoughts to unfold further, as it seemed this notion was occupying their thoughts in that moment (00:16:18). As the session was nearing a close I felt there was an opportunity to gently challenge the client by asking a Socratic question (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015) to draw the client’s attention to aspects of what they had shared that appeared to be outside their awareness (00:17:15). This seemed to lead the client to re-evaluate their beliefs, even to the point of the client offering: “Oh, maybe I do judge then” (00:18:18).
As we approached the end of the session, I endeavoured to summarise the main points and themes of what the client had shared (Egan, 2014); however, I believe the summary was too concise and failed to address the most interesting theme we had explored together – the notion of judgement. At the end of the session, despite what the client had previously shared regarding perceived distance in the friendship, it was mentioned that the friend had recently asked the client to speak to their daughter (00:18:40) and encourage her. This act of trust seemed at odds with some of the other feelings and sentiments the client was perceiving from their friend and it would have been appropriate to highlight this in the summary with a view to re-visiting it in subsequent sessions.
In conclusion, whilst I feel the session was positive and I would engage with the client in a similar way if I had to conduct the exercise again, I believe there were a number of missed opportunities that may have opened up different avenues for the client. Overall the session appeared to work well in the sense that the client appeared at ease and comfortable exploring the issue they had brought, and they appeared to benefit from the working alliance and the counselling skills that were utilised – even to the point of challenging their own beliefs towards the end of the session. 
The exercise has highlighted a number of action points for my continued professional development that I endeavour to attend to. Namely: evaluating the counselling room prior to the session beginning; anticipating the potential for (and implications of) a dual relationship prior to meeting with a client; researching and practising setting up the contract in a more comprehensive manner; conducting a more thorough summary that highlights avenues the client could chose to explore in future sessions. In my pursuit of development in these areas and a professional qualification, I have enrolled onto an Masters programme in Psychotherapeutic Practice. 
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