Reflective piece 
Reflective practice is considered a fundamental component of effective counselling because it enables practitioners to critically examine their thoughts, feelings, behaviours, and professional responses in order to improve therapeutic practice (Schön, 1991). Within counselling and psychotherapy, reflection supports the development of self-awareness, ethical decision-making, and the ability to form meaningful therapeutic relationships with clients (Wright, 2018). As counselling is inherently relational, practitioners must continuously evaluate not only the techniques they use, but also their own emotional responses, values, assumptions, and interpersonal behaviours (Bolton & Delderfield, 2018). This process is essential in ensuring that the counsellor remains self-aware, ethically responsible, and able to provide a safe and supportive environment for clients.
Throughout this counselling skills module, I participated in triad work involving mock counselling sessions where students rotated between the roles of counsellor, client, and observer. These sessions provided valuable opportunities to practise core counselling skills such as active listening, empathy, reflection of feeling, paraphrasing, and maintaining professional boundaries (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). Experiencing all three roles allowed me to better understand both the emotional demands of the counsellor role and the vulnerability experienced by clients. In particular, the triad work highlighted areas of personal and professional development, including my initial discomfort with silence, my tendency to offer advice rather than facilitate reflection, and the importance of developing genuine empathic understanding.
This reflective commentary will use Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) as the primary framework for analysis. Gibbs’ model is particularly useful because it provides a clear structure through the stages of description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action planning, allowing for both personal reflection and professional learning (Gibbs, 1988). The model encourages deeper consideration of how experiences influence future practice, which is particularly valuable in counselling training where personal development is closely linked to professional competence (Wright & Bolton, 2012).
The reflection will focus on three key areas of learning: the development of empathy and active listening through triad work, managing silence within counselling sessions, and recognising the importance of professional boundaries and avoiding advice-giving. These experiences significantly increased my self-awareness and strengthened my understanding of person-centred counselling principles, particularly Rogers’ (1957) core conditions of empathy, and unconditional positive regard. The process also enhanced my reflexivity by helping me recognise how my own emotional responses and assumptions can influence therapeutic interactions.
One of the most significant aspects of my learning throughout this module was participating in triad work, where students rotated between the roles of counsellor, client, and observer. This experience provided a practical opportunity to apply the counselling skills we had learned in teaching sessions, including active listening, paraphrasing, reflection of feeling, and the use of empathy. Initially, I found the role of counsellor particularly challenging because I felt a strong pressure to “help” the client by offering solutions to their problems. I was anxious about saying the wrong thing or appearing unhelpful, which often made me focus more on what I should say next rather than fully listening to the client. Looking back, I recognise that this reflected my own discomfort with uncertainty and my misunderstanding of the counsellor’s role. 
During one triad session, I was supporting a peer who was discussing a personal matter I previously knew about. My immediate instinct was to reassure them and suggest practical solutions that we had spoken of before. However, I noticed that when I shifted too quickly into problem-solving, the emotional depth of the conversation reduced, and the client appeared less engaged. This experience helped me realise that counselling is not primarily about advice-giving, but about creating a space where clients feel heard, understood, and able to explore their own thoughts. As Midwinter and Dickson (2015) suggest, effective counselling communication depends more on relational presence than on providing solutions.
This reflection strongly connects with Rogers’ (1957) person-centred theory, particularly the core condition of empathy. Rogers (1957) argued that therapeutic change occurs when the counsellor demonstrates accurate empathic understanding, unconditional positive regard, and congruence. Empathy involves entering the client’s internal frame of reference and understanding their experience from their perspective rather than imposing one’s own interpretation (Rogers, 1957). Through triad work, I realised that I had been listening to respond rather than listening to understand. My focus was on “fixing” the problem rather than being fully present with the client’s emotional experience.
As I became more aware of this tendency, I consciously began to use reflection of feeling and paraphrasing rather than advice. For example, instead of saying, “Maybe you should...” I practised responses such as, “It sounds like you’re feeling overwhelmed and unsupported right now.” I noticed that these responses encouraged deeper reflection and often led the client to expand on their feelings rather than shutting the conversation down. This supported Rogers’ (1957) belief that clients often already possess the resources for growth when provided with the right relational conditions. The person-centred approach emphasises that emotional exploration, rather than direct advice, supports long-term personal change (Rogers, 1957).
Being in the client role also deepened my understanding of empathy. When I experienced being listened to without interruption or judgement, I felt a greater sense of trust and emotional safety. In contrast, when responses felt rushed or overly solution-focused, I noticed myself withdrawing from the conversation. This helped me appreciate how subtle counsellor behaviours can significantly affect the therapeutic relationship. Wright (2018) emphasises that reflective practice allows counsellors to move beyond technique and consider how they are experienced by others, which I found particularly valuable in this context.
The observer role also contributed to my professional development. Watching peers counsel allowed me to identify both effective and ineffective communication styles more clearly than when I was directly involved in the session. I noticed how body language, tone of voice, and pacing could either create emotional safety or increase client discomfort. This aligns with Schön’s (1991) concept of reflection-on-action, where professionals learn by reviewing experiences after they occur and identifying areas for future improvement. Observation also allowed me to see how different counselling styles can affect client openness and trust (Bolton & Delderfield, 2018).
A major strength of triad work was that it increased my self-awareness. I became more aware of my tendency to seek approval by trying to be “helpful,” which sometimes led me to prioritise my own anxiety over the client’s needs. Counselling requires the practitioner to manage personal reactions without allowing them to dominate the session (Bolton & Delderfield, 2018). It also introduced me to the early concept of reflexivity, where I began to consider how my own values, assumptions, and emotional responses could shape the counselling process (Wright & Bolton, 2012).
However, triad work also has limitations. Because sessions took place with peers in a classroom setting, there was an artificial quality that reduced the emotional intensity of real counselling practice. Participants were aware that the scenarios were educational rather than therapeutic, which may have affected authenticity and emotional depth (Wright & Bolton, 2012). In addition, knowing peers personally sometimes made it difficult to fully separate the counselling relationship from existing social dynamics. Despite this, the experience remained highly valuable because it provided a safe environment for experimentation, mistakes, and constructive feedback (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).
Overall, triad work significantly developed my understanding of empathy and the importance of active listening. I learned that counselling is less about providing answers and more about facilitating self-exploration through genuine presence and relational safety. This experience strengthened both my professional skills and my personal self-awareness, helping me move closer to understanding what it means to work therapeutically rather than simply trying to solve problems.
Another significant area of development during this module was learning to manage silence within counselling sessions. During my early triad practice, I found silence extremely uncomfortable and often interpreted it as a sign that I was failing as the counsellor. If a client paused for more than a few seconds, I felt immediate pressure to speak, ask another question, or offer reassurance. I worried that silence would make the client feel unsupported or that it reflected my lack of competence. Looking back, I can see that this response was driven more by my own anxiety than by the client’s actual needs.
One particular triad session highlighted this issue clearly. While acting as counsellor, I was supporting a peer discussing family stress and emotional exhaustion. After reflecting back what they had said, there was a long pause. I immediately felt uncomfortable and rushed to fill the silence by asking another question. In doing so, I interrupted what may have been an important moment of reflection for the client. Afterwards, during feedback, both the observer and the client noted that the silence had not felt awkward for them; instead, it had given space for emotional processing. This feedback was particularly valuable because it challenged my assumption that silence always needed to be “fixed.” 
This experience relates strongly to person-centred counselling theory. Rogers (1957) emphasised that the therapeutic relationship depends on presence, empathy, and acceptance rather than constant verbal intervention. Silence can be a powerful part of this process because it allows clients time to reflect, process emotions, and feel ownership over their thoughts rather than being directed by the counsellor (Mearns et al., 2013). In person-centred practice, silence is not viewed as absence, but as an active therapeutic space where emotional work can take place.
Initially, I had associated good counselling with saying the “right” thing, but this experience helped me understand that sometimes the most helpful intervention is restraint. By tolerating silence, the counsellor communicates patience, trust, and emotional safety. This links closely to Rogers’ (1957) concept of congruence, where the counsellor remains genuine and emotionally present rather than using unnecessary techniques to reduce their own discomfort. My tendency to fill silence reflected my own need for control rather than the needs of the client.
Schön’s (1991) concept of reflection-in-action also helped me understand this experience. Reflection-in-action refers to the practitioner’s ability to think and respond while the event is happening, rather than only afterwards. During later triad sessions, I became more aware of my internal discomfort during moments of silence and consciously chose to pause rather than immediately intervene. Although this still felt challenging, I noticed that allowing silence often led clients to continue speaking more deeply and authentically. This showed me that silence could strengthen rather than weaken the therapeutic process.
The experience also increased my awareness of how personal anxiety can shape counselling practice. I recognised that my discomfort with silence reflected a broader fear of being perceived as inadequate. I was placing pressure on myself to perform rather than focusing fully on the client’s experience. Bolton and Delderfield (2018) argue that reflective practice is essential because it helps practitioners identify when personal insecurities interfere with professional effectiveness. Through reflection, I was able to recognise that my need to fill silence was about self-protection rather than therapeutic intention.
A major strength of learning through triad work was that I could immediately test changes in practice. After receiving feedback, I deliberately allowed longer pauses in future sessions and focused on maintaining calm body language and eye contact rather than rushing to speak. I found that clients often used this silence to access deeper emotions, which led to more meaningful conversations. This practical learning was far more powerful than simply reading about silence in theory because I was able to experience both the discomfort and the benefit directly (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).
However, silence must also be used carefully. Not all silence is therapeutic, and some clients may experience it as rejection, discomfort, or abandonment depending on their personal history and emotional state (Mearns et al., 2013). Counsellors must therefore remain attentive to non-verbal cues and relational context rather than assuming silence is always helpful. 
Overall, learning to manage silence was an important part of my personal and professional development. I moved from seeing silence as evidence of failure to understanding it as a potentially valuable therapeutic tool. This experience strengthened my confidence, improved my tolerance of uncertainty, and deepened my understanding of presence within the counselling relationship. Most importantly, it taught me that effective counselling is often not in what is said, but to stay present when words are difficult. 
A further area of significant development during this module was my understanding of professional boundaries and the importance of avoiding advice-giving within counselling sessions. At the beginning of the module, I often believed that being helpful meant offering practical solutions to a client’s problems. If someone described feeling stressed, overwhelmed, or uncertain, my instinct was to suggest what I thought they should do. I associated support with problem-solving and initially found it difficult to separate counselling from everyday conversations with friends or family, where giving advice is often seen as caring and supportive (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015).
This experience strongly connects to the BACP Ethical Framework (British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy [BACP], 2018), which emphasises autonomy, respect, and the importance of empowering clients to make their own choices. Counsellors are expected to avoid imposing their own values, beliefs, or solutions onto clients because doing so can undermine client independence and create an unhealthy power imbalance (BACP, 2018). Ethical practice requires the counsellor to facilitate exploration rather than direct decision making.
This also links closely to Rogers’ (1957) person-centred approach, which views the client as the expert of their own experience. Rogers argued that individuals possess an innate capacity for growth and self-direction when provided with the right therapeutic conditions, particularly empathy, unconditional positive regard, and congruence. Advice-giving can interfere with this process because it positions the counsellor as the authority rather than supporting the client’s own autonomy (Rogers, 1957). Through reflection, I realised that my urge to give advice was often rooted in my own discomfort with uncertainty rather than what was therapeutically helpful. 
Triad feedback was particularly helpful in developing this awareness. In observer feedback, it was noted that moments where I moved too quickly into suggesting solutions often reduced the emotional depth of the conversation. Clients appeared to stop exploring once a practical answer was introduced. In contrast, reflective responses encouraged greater openness and emotional processing. This supported my understanding that counselling is not about solving problems for clients, but about helping them understand themselves more clearly (Bolton & Delderfield, 2018).
However, this still remains an area for continued development. In emotionally charged situations, I still notice the instinct to rescue or reassure too quickly. Managing this requires ongoing reflective practice and greater tolerance of uncertainty. As Bolton and Delderfield (2018) suggest, professional growth in counselling is continuous rather than complete, and self-awareness must be revisited throughout practice.
Overall, this module has significantly contributed to both my personal and professional development. Through participation in triad work, I developed a deeper understanding of empathy, active listening, the therapeutic value of silence, and the importance of maintaining professional boundaries. Initially, I viewed counselling as a process of helping clients by offering advice and solutions; however, reflective practice helped me recognise that effective counselling is more about creating a safe, supportive space where clients can explore their own thoughts and emotions. This shift in understanding strengthened my appreciation of Rogers’ (1957) person-centred approach and the importance of empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard. 
Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) allowed me to critically examine my experiences and identify how my own anxieties, assumptions, and need for reassurance could influence my practice. This increased my self-awareness and introduced the importance of reflexivity in ethical counselling work. Although I recognise that I am still developing as a practitioner, this module has shown me that counselling competence requires continuous reflection, emotional honesty, and a willingness to challenge myself. These lessons will continue to shape my future professional practice.
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