[bookmark: _GoBack]Practical Skills Assessment Reflective Commentary 
This essay will be a reflective commentary on my online counselling session and I’ll be using the Gibb’s (Gibbs, 1988) reflective cycle tool to analyze the session. Having developed my counselling skills as part of an assessment to do a counselling session, we were given scenarios for both the client and the therapist to become aware of so they can both plan. I logged onto Microsoft teams - the platform on which the session was held - and after a brief introduction my group went into a private channel. My client was a classmate imitating an eighty-two-year-old woman who after a fall was struggling with her mental health with issues such as independence. Another classmate was present, as well as my lecturer, to observer and give feedback on my skill level. I introduced myself before briefing my client and the observers on the ethical framework of a therapist and the length of the session. The client then explained her situation and with minimal encouragers, paraphrasing and summarizing I counselled her through the session. I then congratulated her on seeking help and encouraged her for further counselling which she agreed to. Ending the session, both parties thanked each other for their time. My focus was to give a clear and calm session which, in my opinion, was achieved. 
Before the session I felt apprehensive but calm. These feelings and thoughts were centered around getting my introduction right and if I achieved this the rest of the session would go well. Completing the introduction, my thoughts and feelings changed to a calm and productive nature which aimed to take the pressure off myself and the client. My objective was to concentrate on creating a relaxed conversation and environment so that the client would feel comfortable in talking. In my opinion the client seemed relaxed and through patient questioning eventually a positive outcome was realized. However, in the middle of the session my thoughts and feelings returned to a nervous state as my conclusion - like my introduction - can be a stumbling block. Staying calm, organized and taking my time is important for my introduction and conclusion. If I follow this process, I’m able to calm my nerves and structure each situation.
Coming out of the session I felt a split of positive and negative points. The ethical framework was explained clearly which in previous sessions hasn’t happened. Formerly in the introduction I’ve forgotten key information. Enjoying the pressure of the assessment and wanting to get it right, I took my time showing I could remember the format by developing minimal encouragers and paraphrasing to let the client know I was engaged with them. These techniques I’ve found to be a strength of my counselling. Furthermore, the use of empathy and questions showed the client an understanding of their situation. The improvements start with being distracted by anxious thoughts and feelings which affect my time management with sessions being over or under time. My focus on the introduction and conclusion can negatively impact my time management for the whole session, so this is a potential area of improvement. Another negative might have been the online format which, in my opinion, takes away the face-to-face connection between client and therapist which is vital for continued therapy. It also means that theres is the potential for technical difficulties with less emphasis on soler skills. 
The ethical framework went well because of the time taken to practice it. This framework gives the therapist confirmation of what the client is comfortable with. It’s the first contact between client and therapist creating a first impression which is key (Wright, 2010). These impressions become more important when counselling international students. The ethical framework allows them to feel comfortable where perhaps in their culture these issues aren’t discussed. They gain a understanding of themselves which provides them with greater experience showing how important ethical framework is (Cerkez et al., 2017)(Amparbeng & Pillay, 2021). Empathy is another skill I perceived to be effective. The level of empathy corresponds with the effectiveness of therapy. If there is no empathy, the client doesn’t feel understood which would be ineffective (Elliott et al., 2011). Therapists who have a higher level of mindfulness and empathy have increased patience which shows a quicker recovery rate (Cooper et al., 2020). This skill has shown a benefit in everyday life because it can provide a sight of what treatment the client needs (Clark, 2010). The benefits can be seen in men who watched emotive videos which increased their level of empathy. This increase showed an increased chance of them seeking counselling (Keum et al., 2021). 
Minimal encouragers and overall counselling skills on reflection were positive. More experience has developed these skills with fewer questions being used and an increased use of other counselling skills (Hill et al., 1981). Further experience enhances your listening and responding resources which creates a more positive rapport between client and therapist (Sharpley et al., 2000). Through my process I’ve found I’ve become more spontaneous and thoughtful when counselling which has shown my different positive and negative skill level improvement (Kuntze et al., 2009). Despite the many positives there are negatives to be improved on. Time management has been an issue due to nervous distraction around other parts of my counselling process. It has caused me to be under and over time in my practice sessions. Time management is crucial to gain the trust of the client because if rushed then they might feel unappreciated with a want to not continue (Bertrando & Boscolo, 2019). The client must feel appreciated as this builds a calm and productive environment which shows the client is more likely to talk because they are reassured (McLeod & McLeod, 2003). Perhaps these issues have occurred in my sessions which is a target for me to build on if I’m to be an effective counsellor. 
I didn’t find online counselling to be as effective as face-to-face counselling and is an issue to consider in my career. Throughout society face-to-face counselling is preferred as familiarity and a connection are built up. The security and confidentiality of a session can be compromised by technical issues which decreases the credibility of an online session. The client could become despondent with the result being cancellation of sessions (Bathje et al., 2014). Clients viewed online counselling as positive short term together with being appropriate for the covid-19 epidemic. However, in the long term it was found to be ineffective with many clients choosing not to participate as they preferred face-to-face counselling (Carbone et al., 2021) (Bird et al., 2020).  Online counselling has become more popular, but challenges remain. For example, ethical guidelines must be changed to suit these sessions as well as further training needed for counsellors making online counselling a contentious issue (Richards &Vigano, 2013). 
In conclusion, I’ve learnt many things from this situation. My time management can be an area of improvement, as this can have a big impact on my relationship with the client. I’m too focused on my perceived weaknesses of my introduction and conclusion which distracts me from the overall time management of the session. Having a greater sense of self belief in my skills should have a positive effect on my time management.  As a counsellor, I definitely have a preference for face-to-face counselling. However, if I were to have further training in online counselling with further knowledge on adjusting the ethical framework, I would feel more positive in using it. I’ve learnt to appreciate my strengths as well; my introduction and ending were clear and precise which hasn’t been the case in previous sessions. By providing this clarity during the session, it gives the client reassurance in the credibility of my counselling. A continued use of empathy and further counselling is also a strength of mine. I feel this will always give me an advantage in understanding the client which is key in effective counselling. 
A continued strength of my counselling is I’ve always looked to challenge myself which can be furthered in an action plan. I’d be looking at my time management because I believe with practice including putting myself in more pressured situations would calm my nerves and doubts, giving a broader focus to the whole session. Practicing timing sessions would also help like writing down when I start then when I’m summarizing or bringing the session to a close so this wouldn’t impact my counselling schedule. I would try to use the same approach when looking at online counselling. Seeking extended training for online counselling would benefit my practice furthermore making me more confident in using the technology. Specifically, I’d like more guidance on ethical framework changes when using an online platform as there are more risks when using the online service. I feel even my strengths could also be made even more effective. Certainly, watching more counselling sessions with their different approaches would give me a better insight into the use of paraphrasing, minimal encouragers and summarizing. Could my counselling be more direct, or would I like to be more patient with my sessions are all challenges I want to be asking myself for my counselling career. 
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