Reflective Commentary Essay

This reflective essay will be following the model created by Gibbs (1988) which provides a structure for an analysis of events and self-reflection through six sections. These sections include describing what happened, reflecting on feelings before, during and after, evaluating and analysing the event, summarising what happened and creating an action plan for development. The reflection is of a 20-minuet recorded assessment of counselling skills which took place on the 10th February over a recorded Microsoft Teams meeting.

Description:
The assessment was built up through two previous practice sessions in which I revisited the process and structure of a counselling session. This meant refreshing my understanding around the ‘core conditions’ of empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence (Rodgers, 1957) and other skills, such as using silence and paraphrasing (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I reflected that conducting these sessions online will affect some skills, such as using Egan’s SOLER, or sitting, posture, leaning, eye-contact, and being relaxed (Egan, 2013), as this is harder to convey through a screen (Stoll, Müller & Trachsel, 2020). Therefore, I realised I had to increase the use of more obvious minimal encouragers, such as ‘mmm’ sounds and head nodding, to convey empathy and unconditional positive regard to the client rather than focus on mimicking posture, for example, as this is harder to display through a screen. One of the core elements I wanted to refresh was the use of Solution Focused questions which encourages further exploration leading to richer understanding for the counsellor and expands the client’s self-reflection (Franklin, et al, 2016). Finally, to prepare I re-read the main principles of the BACP (2018) ethical framework of, beneficence, justice, trustworthy, autonomy, self-respect, and non-maleficence. This allowed me to keep these elements of the therapeutic relationship fresh in my mind and also stopped my contracting with the client at the start of the session being too wooden through instead focusing on the clients understanding and being comfortable with the session, rather than just repeating the points of confidentiality and boundaries.


During the assessment, I started by using a contract which informed the client of the time and ethical boundaries through reminding the client they could change the topic or end the session early.  I also ensured confidentiality was discussed, highlighting that the session would be recorded and that there were people observing. Once gaining verbal consent, I used an open question that allowed the client to summarise what brought them to the session. This allowed the client to highlight the main challenges they wanted to address from their own perspective. Once the client started speaking, I consciously used minimal encouragers such as the verbal ‘mmm’ and head nodding and made sure to paraphrase to reflect back the emotions expressed by the client demonstrate unconditional positive regard (Farber, Suzuki & Lynch, 2018). This also showed empathy and encouraged them to continue speaking which can allow room for deeper self-reflection. Additionally, I used the reflexive practice of reflecting during a session to create an awareness of appropriate exchanges with the client and adapting to what the session needs in the moment (Etherington, 2017; Dixon & Chiang, 2019). This led me to be aware that I was not frowning too much, as I have a tendency to when concentrating, and kept a relaxed demeanour including smiling when appropriate to display congruence of warmth to the client. I continued to use solution focused questions by asking the client to expand on their feelings and current challenges in order to further my understanding. I used the skills of summarising and repeating key emotive words throughout in order to show unconditional positive regard by acknowledging and verbally validating the client’s feelings. This led the client to set goals for the following week of walking more and suggesting the use of journaling after expressing these things had previously helped reduce their feelings of stress. I chose to highlight these techniques as goals to provide a practical way in which the client could focus on self-care (Barth & Moody, 2019) before suggesting we could later assess if they help and to what degree. These two goals followed the SMART framework (Doran, 1981, as cited by Midwinter and Dickson, 2015) which stands for specific, measured, agreed between client and counsellor, realistic and timebound goals which are achievable for that specific client. Additionally, I was decided to use a ‘miracle question’ in which allowed for the client to describe their ideal situation which helped me as the counsellor in forming an idea of what the client wants from these sessions. I then used a scaling question in which ten was extremely negative and one was fully positive and asked the client to choose a number on how they felt. They reflected that they went from feeling a seven to a four which highlighted an improved mood and suggested that this particular client benefits from verbally discussing their challenges. I chose to use this question in order to end on a positive mood for the client and prevent the conversation from reopening and therefore avoiding cutting of the client’s self-reflection. Finally, I reflected back to the client an overall summery of what was discussed and the goals to use throughout the week before closing the session. 

During the assessment, two observers were present who reflected back to me that I had a clear explanation of the contract at the beginning and that I seemed approachable and friendly. They noted that I related to the client well and came across as empathetic by using reflexive practice to pick up core elements of the client’s challenges and visiting back to these issues to explore them further. They also reported back to me that I reached a good suggestion of techniques for the client to use during the week and that I managed to wrap up the session on a positive note by highlight the improvement of the client’s mood through the use of a scaling question. However, one suggestion made by the observers was to use less closed questions in order to ensure I was avoiding steering the client in any particular direction in order to keep to their person-centred focus. 


Feelings:
Before the assessment, I felt nervous as I had to reschedule which meant the build-up to the assessment was longer and therefore, I felt on-edge for longer. However, around the anxiety of the assessment, I still felt prepared as I had fully refreshed myself of the different techniques and skills. Additionally, through the previous practices, I felt more confident in my ability to readjust to using the skills as I felt I could pick them up quickly after not having a session for a while. When reflecting, the quicker readjustment to using the skills could have also been due to noticing the use of the core conditions in everyday conversation which therefore made using these skills feel more natural. Looking at the reflection on my previous skills assessment from previous year, although making me more prepared, also made me feel apprehensive as I was worried that I would fall back into habits such as speaking too quickly. During the session, I felt fairly relaxed after I had completed the verbal contract and the client had started speaking as I felt like I could get into the pace of the session, however, felt frustrated as I noted I had used ‘umm’ a lot and therefore tried to conscious of this during the rest of the session to avoid seeming unsure to the client. Throughout the session, I felt confident in the use of questions and following the solution focused framework as I thought the questions held purpose and were appropriate. I thought I managed to pace the session well without rushing the client and I tried to be aware of acknowledging the emotions the client described to display empathy. However, I became worried that I relied on this repetition in order to ask the next question rather than to encourage deeper self-reflection. Therefore, I felt a little lost in the middle and wanted to make the session to feel like a collaborative discussion rather than a rigid meeting, however, I felt confident in my ability to end the session positively with the skill of summarising. While being aware of the pace, I became slightly tense near the end of the session when trying to time when to start wrapping up the session in order not to rush the end but not to cut off the client and end the session too early. Throughout the session, I felt satisfied that I was not rushing but was also aware I was not using silence as I had planned to do during my preparation. Nevertheless, I felt confident in creating goals with the client and letting them explore techniques through the following week that were achievable and practical. After the session, I felt really proud of myself as, even though I automatically started to critique myself, I had successfully managed to a complete a full 20 minuet session and did not feel out of control of the situation. When reading the observer comments, I also felt reassured by the overall positive perspective of the session and encouraged as it confirmed some of the points I also felt went well.


Evaluation and Analysis:
When evaluating and analysing, I reflected how I was able to use reflexive practices during the session while being present with the client and keeping up with what was being discussed which made me feel really proud. This allowed me to not lose a sense of congruence and keep active listening by bringing my train of thought back into the situation rather than planning my responses or the next question. However, I became concerned in the middle of the session as I felt it was becoming like an interrogation. Therefore, when ending the session, I made sure to use an overall summery and scaling question making the client feel understood as well as ending on a positive note of what techniques they could use during the week and how their mood had improved. I also used more repetition of key emotive words used by the client to express congruence to build relational depth. Additionally, when using the miracle question, I felt proud as I felt it was natural in the conversation and it also widened my understanding by using it in the counselling context. This was demonstrated as it displayed how the question allows the client to reflect on their own ideal situation, and therefore, highlighting the key things in which need to be address. Another improvement I would have liked to make is the use of silence as it would have encouraged the client to explore further without prompting with a further question which could have moved on from the topic too quickly. When later evaluating the goals which were set, I feel happy that they were both achievable for the client and appropriate for their situation as the use of walking reducing stress and improving mood and encouraged the client to spend more time looking after themselves (Song, et al, 2018). I feel as though I managed to do this without giving advice or steering the client in a particular way and instead let the client led themself to choose their own goal based on the question which caused them to reflect on previous techniques that worked for them. When reflecting back on this, I feel satisfied that the sequence of asking a question and the client self-reflecting which gave the outcome of a goal worked naturally in the conversation. I also notice the client smiling more when talking about using these techniques and therefore I felt more confident in encouraging the client to try them for the week.


Conclusion & Action Plan:
Overall, through doing this assessment, I learnt the need of having a collaborative discussion rather than an overly structured first meeting and how this can increase, not only relationship depth, but for allows fuller client self-reflection. In order to advance as a counsellor, my action plan will be to notice where silence is used in everyday conversation in order to widen my understanding of how to use silence in a way which is natural and not uncomfortable. I would also like to improve my use of metaphors as I feel they could be a new way in which to connect to the client through showing understanding and to, therefore, aid relational depth (Zatloukal, Žakovsky & Bezdíčková, 2019). I can do this through watching practical displays on YouTube as well as being self-aware when and how I use metaphors myself to describe a situation or feeling to further understand. This can highlight how it helps me explain myself and connect to own emotions in order to understand the use of this skill from a client’s perspective. In conclusion, I felt positive about the experience of the assessment as I felt comfortable and in control of a session while balancing reflexive thinking and being present in that moment with the client.
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