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Critically evaluate and reflect on your use of the qualities of the helping relationship within your submitted skills practice. You should evidence the theoretical foundations of your work throughout the assignment. Ethical standards should also be highlighted.

This assignment will seek to bring together the skills and theoretical perspectives reflected upon in a student-to-student counselling skills session. It will focus on the core practice of reflection and will be guided by the Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle model.  
The following will focus on a critical reflection of the skills used and the impact on the client in a therapeutic relationship. The therapeutic relationship is the interconnectedness between the client and the counsellor (therapist) that enables change in the client’s cognition, feelings and behaviour (Clarkson 2009) 
The writing is reflective and building reflexive knowledge, although I feel I have experience of reflection, the introduction of the video based reflection has added additional reflective opportunities,  as identified in research with Bolton (2010) using the metaphor of reflective writing being ‘through the mirror’.  
The session took place in the evening towards the end of the course, fatigue created by the approaching end of course, paid work pressures and caring responsibilities, I was also keen to gain another experience of a longer recorded counselling session and work with a new triad group.  Despite this enthusiasm, I still experienced feelings of trepidation and nervousness of counselling in practice.  
To help with this anxiety, I was able to use the check in at the start of the course that evening to share my worries and the day’s influencers prior to the practice session.  Tutor led mindfulness and relaxation sessions have been very beneficial in calming my fears about practice sessions.  I can easily see the benefits to myself as a method of self-care and to my present and future clients as a way in which I can gain focus, and ultimately give clients an experience where they feel heard and able to express their thoughts and feelings. (Thompson et al 2014) recognised that where counsellors used mindfulness as a way of self-care, they were less likely to experience burnout.  
The session that I am reflecting upon is an initial session with a client who I had never worked with before, the contract (Sills 2008) with the client included that it was recorded and involved providing a twenty-minute counselling session to a fellow student who will be referred to for this assignment as being client A.
The counselling environment was not ideal as it is a small room used for study it is not set up as a welcoming therapeutic environment but with adjustments we made the environment confidential and appropriate and I chose to involve the client in making adjustments and checking the client is comfortable with the room arrangements helped ensure a smooth start to the session. (Sanders  and Lehnman 2018)   The unnatural environment of a recorded and observed session was acknowledged fully and choice was explained to the client.  This assured them that they are in control of whether or not they agree to the recording and disclosures during the sessions needed to be protected with the same care as any other counselling session (Bond and Mitchels 2015).  
Although professionally I have been working within the protection and confines of confidentiality for some time, confidentiality in a counselling relationship is a fundamental part of creating the opportunity for a therapeutic relationship to develop into an alliance.  In the early stage of this session, a significant disclosure was shared and if I had not talked about confidentiality, they may either have not shared as confidentiality would not have been assured or a difficult situation may have occurred where I may have needed to further explore confidentiality when the client was deep into sharing their story.  Outlining the breadth and limitations of confidentiality with sensitivity and compassion as part of the working contract allowed for trust to be developed and the client to express autonomy by placing them in control of the counselling. (Bond 2015) I was able to confidently portray both care and boundary setting as well as any breaches in confidentiality being addressed in partnership with the client.  
As a first session with client A, it was imperative that an opportunity for the client to lead the content was offered.   I was not able to judge the readiness (Mearns 2013) of the client to trust the process of counselling so there were many unknowns ready to be discovered which created worry for me as counsellor as we flowed from the more administrative elements to the contract to developing a therapeutic relationship with the client.  Egan (2010) identified the identification of the problem and listening to client stories as particularly vital in the initial stages of a helping relationship. An open question enabled the client to immediately start to talk about the impact of how their mother treated them as a child.   
As a counsellor, this felt difficult to manage as it would be easy to place a judgment on A’s mother’s behaviour, to show shock or fear.  Non-verbal acknowledgement included nodding and eye contact, enabling the client to feel heard and continue, backed up with verbal encouragers provided the space to stay present and hear the client completely whilst assuring the client that I had unconditional positive regard for them. 
Language was an element of building trust and bonds, possibly influenced by fear, I used a word I naturally seem to use a lot which is “obviously” and I realised immediately could be interpreted as conveying judgment and affect the developing working alliance (Trower et al 2016).  Identifying my own feelings, being congruent by using immediacy was delivered awkwardly due to the use of the phrase “big things” however, through this linguistic failure it was responded to positively from the client.  
During the session I made other similar mistakes by using the wrong word for the intention and each time I became aware instantly and on each occasion attempted to repair any disruption to flow for the client by summarising and paraphrasing some of the feelings words expressed in the client's story whilst being aware not to lead the client.  In reflecting A’s comment about whether fear had had an impact on his compassionate nature, I chose to summarise their statement by asking if he had experienced this impact.  Paraphrasing using A’s own words, I gained more insight into their authentic feelings by showing that I was tracking their thoughts not leading them (Midwinter and Dickson 2015). 
There were many opportunities to use periods of silence to provide the space for the client to pause, reflect and feel. (Midwinter and Dickson 2015)   When allowed to exist, silence had desired positive results however the anxiety raised by not only the client’s story but also time constraints and the assessment of the session led to those periods of silence being short and disappointedly interrupted by me as a counsellor.  This skill is usually more integral in my practice but under pressure I seem more at risk of moving into the space that the silence creates and closing down the space to explore.  
Throughout the session, client A used many generalised statements in relation to his feelings about what he had the experienced and it’s impact on his relationship with his mother and father.  Tolan (2017) identified these generalisations as a way in which the client might test the counsellor’s ability to listen especially in an initial session. For client A there seemed to be many points in which generalisations were used to avoid re-experiencing an element of pain from his childhood and this self structure has led to distortions in thoughts taking place.  The reluctance to re symbolise may have resulted in the pain remaining and more generalisations being expressed. My response was to create openings for re-experiencing the feelings for the client to reassess and reflect.  On reflection this was both a risk of the therapeutic relationship breaking down irreparably and my inexperience damaging the future opportunity for the client to engage in counselling.  However it is also a common belief that if something comes into the clients mind, it is usually important and relevant. (Tolen, 2017) and therefore revisiting these discrepancies and generalisations in future sessions may have a positive outcome as if a client feels listened to they will eventually move into more specific expressions.  
As there were a number of discrepancies and differences expressed, as counsellor I took a decision to probe the client where possible to further explore their thoughts on the positive experiences they had talked about from their negative experiences as a child.  In one part of the session I challenged these thoughts directly despite the risk of rupture in the developing relationship, once I began to more deeply probe the client they immediately clarified that they were not questioning their thoughts and went on to talk about their views of self.
Brief ruptures in this session highlighted the clients insistence that their experience as a child had not had a negative impact in adulthood and as their therapist I was concerned that the repetition of some phrases exposed the potential true thoughts that were being covered up as a coping strategy and a mechanism of avoidance (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).  The concept of curiosity and wanting A to continue to explore his childhood, several times I made a mistake of interrupting client A which although with the best intention was disruptive to allowing the client to re symbolise their experience and not re abusing the client through my lack of experience in this therapeutic situation. (Tolan and Wilkins, 2012)
When Client A expressed thoughts about how they felt towards their mother they started to repeat expressions of feelings such as ‘never felt bad’ and ‘always given it an excuse’, the client was repeating these phrases as they were talking and expressing their thoughts. By focusing on the repeated use of the word ‘excuse’ I was able to challenge the discrepancies the client was using.   From analysing the video recording I can see my discomfort and anxiety about using a probing question (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015) as I immediately show mixed emotions in my nonverbal body language.  I ask an emotion based question but non verbally I expressed a smile which could have sent a very mixed message to the client and did not show unconditional positive regard.   Being congruent to the client remains an essential element of building a working alliance and although I almost instantly became aware of my mistake this could have been more effectively dealt with by using silence to allow the client time and space to think about the words he used and how this may have been at odds with what he was feeling.  
In what might have been attempts to draw the focus away from the difficult thoughts the client may have been experiencing Client A made a very clear statement about his present feelings and then followed this with a question for me which also may have been a way to gain acceptance and consensus from me in my position as counsellor.  The power balance between the client and the counsellor was fluid in that it shifted between the vulnerability of the client sharing their own story and my own vulnerabilities as a therapist in training.  
As I grow in confidence in using skills and knowledge to help the client, I am hoping that this journey will be more stable and although naturally there will be some shifts in power, the path will be more of an alliance. At times I needed to reflect the enthusiasm that Client A was showing towards his new knowledge and the self-awareness in relation to his past and present self, whilst continuing to probe to explore the thoughts he expressed.  Supporting this level of reflection for the client is vital and I wanted to encourage this, providing this space is the motivation for further training as a counsellor especially as A identified other areas he would like to explore, and leading future sessions    
Ending this session was challenging to summarise and paraphrase the range of thoughts and feelings expressed and an anxiety about the risk of leaving the client in a difficult emotional state.  Being distracted by anxiety is a concern for current and future development as I would like to build my confidence to the point that I am able to stay in the moment and be less concerned that my practice was good enough to support the client.  I chose to be authentic by ensuring that the client was aware that although this session was coming to an end there could be future sessions where they  would be free to continue to explore their thoughts and feelings. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion to this reflective assignment, the client, although a fellow student gave me a genuine session where Client A spoke about their own personal circumstances rather than a developed scenario, this supported my skill development and limitations as their story was shared and feelings were identified even though conflicting at times.  I was able to show compassion and interest and supporting the client in a therapeutic relationship to heal, building self-compassion is a vital element of healing pain through more understanding of their own pain and acceptance of self (Neff and Costigan: 2014).  Through understanding my learning style (Kobl 2006) I recognise that I am an activist and appreciate and learn effectively from practicing and the risk outweighs the gain.
Coastan (2017) recognised the importance of self-compassion for counsellors and through research concluded that counsellors need self-care plans too so they can not only avoid burnout but also remain effective and congruent practitioners.   As a therapist in training and through my own personal therapy I have identified that making a self-care plan is as vital as continuing to enhance skills and this will remain a priority as I further develop my skills and knowledge both academically and in practice. 
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