A 2,500-word reflective commentary on your professional and personal development throughout this module, linking theory and practice.





As a counsellor, the importance of being able to self-reflect is well established within literature and therapeutic education and practise, with Gibbs (1988) highlighting the need to be able to self-reflect and have self-awareness as a main cornerstone of being a successful therapeutic counsellor. Without the skill to be able to self-reflect on our own emotions and experiences, it is unfair for us to be able to ask that of our clients as we do not have the proper first-hand experience (Bennett-Levy et al., 2001).  Gibbs created a reflective model called the Gibbs reflective cycle (1988), which consisted of six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. This provides counsellors with the framework to be able to critically evaluate and self-reflect their emotions and feelings to events with clients or themselves. 
Sue & Sue (2016), developed the work, ‘Counselling the Culturally Diverse’ (CDC) which bases their whole ethos on the importance of self-awareness and having the skills and experience to self-reflect, being the foundations of being a successful Counsellor in helping people across many cultures and different life experiences. CDC is considered currently to be the most credited and valued therapeutic model and is labelled the ‘Gold standard’ of mental health care, due to its flexibility and ease in applying self-reflection to several situations. 
In a study conducted by Chigwedere et al., (2021), they compared the effectiveness of personal therapy against using self-reflection techniques in fully qualified and training counsellors. Results found that using self-reflection techniques was more effective with a more instant outcome than the participants who used therapy to work through their experiences, which could take three or more hour-long sessions. These self-reflection techniques are used frequently and are the main basis of Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) which has found similar results with clients, who respond more efficiently with self-reflective practises than talking therapy, however, it must be noted that CBT does not work for everyone (Grimmer, 2015).
The importance of having the skill of self-reflection as a counsellor in training and continuing to develop and use that skill in the future, on myself and with clients, is evident within many literature writings and studies. It is both effective in positive mental health outcomes as well as being cost and time-effective with it being a transferable skill that can be practised with a therapist or alone, anytime and anywhere (Finger-Ossinger & Löffler-Stastka, 2018). Being able to self-reflect on situations and my experiences can only be improved through practice and use within different types of situations. For this reason, I will use my personal experience from the lectures I attended at university to reflect on. I will specifically use the technique of self-reflection based on my experience of the whole teaching module ‘Reflexive Counselling Skills’,  as overall I found this particular module equally as interesting and my favourite module over the three-year course, as I did the most emotionally upsetting and difficult to experience. 
During the practice lectures on reflexive counselling skills, we were taught and given the knowledge of a multitude of different reflective tools and ‘games’ which can be used within counselling to help guide clients through their emotions, experiences, and what they would like to achieve with their sessions. In effect, the tools and skills a counsellor would use to help the client self-reflect on themselves.  To understand how the techniques worked and how to deliver them within counselling sessions, we had to first practice them on ourselves from within our triad groups. The skills of being able to self-reflect, observe others reflecting, and learn how we as counsellors would help to guide our clients through the process of reflecting or using the tools we were given, can only be perfected through practice and not just simply reading or being taught the basic outline. 
 I found this weekly process of learning a new skill or tool fascinating and fully engaged with the lectures and reading as it is something that I believe is very important in the development of my future career as a counsellor, but I also found it very difficult when practising it on myself. There were many moments throughout the duration of the ten weeks that I was less engaged and open when practising the self-reflection skills on myself and avoided being the client more times than I would have liked. Using the Gibbs reflective cycle (1988), I will reflect on my experience of this module, the moments I found more negative and emotionally challenging due to my own personal life and mental health, and how that may have altered my experience and in reflection how this positively affected my education. 
One of the most prominent moments I remember was when we were introduced to the Weather model (MacLean, 2016). I had personal experience with this model as I have three children who have used this in their classrooms during the infant years to help them either understand and communicate with their teacher how they are feeling, or the teachers would use a version of the weather model to visually demonstrate how the teacher was feeling with the classes overall behaviour or measure each child’s individual behaviour by moving up and down the clouds from sunny to stormy, so I felt pretty confident for this particular lecture. Our lecturer opened up the session with each of us describing how we were feeling with a certain weather and a brief description, if we wanted to elaborate, on why that was our chosen weather. As everyone was taking their turn choosing a weather and saying why, the anticipation was building causing me to feel anxious and the only weather I could think about was stormy. The reasons why were running through my head and the more I thought about it the more upset I was feeling. I could feel myself wanting to cry with how big the feelings were, on top of it getting closer to being my turn and everyone would see me upset and it was not even ten minutes into the lecture started. 
As the person next to me took their turn I had that lump in my throat from holding back the tears and I just wanted to leave the classroom. I took my turn and quietly said stormy, the lecturer asked why but I just shook my head and refused to answer and she said calmly, ‘Okay’ and moved to the next person. I felt okay once the attention was not on me anymore, but it took a while to return to a neutral state. The reason I felt so emotional that day was just an accumulation of different negative events in my life including the loss of my mother-in-law and family pet, falling out with family members, learning my ex-husband who does not see our children had just had a baby and my children dealing with their emotional distress, on top of university stress and deadlines and my own emotions. 
This particular lecture was the fourth out of a ten-week module and in the other lectures previous to this, I felt that I could easily become emotional if I was asked or let myself delve too deep into my thoughts about the numerous distressing emotions and events that had occurred since the beginning of the year. I am not one to shy away from talking about what is happening in my life no matter how negative, but this was a new level of self-reflecting that I had not done before, combined with an overwhelming sense that I could not contain the vast magnitude of feelings, mainly of grief, that I had not allowed myself to fully process and work through. I felt very vulnerable when all the attention was on me as I did not feel in total control of my emotions, the feelings and thoughts I had felt massive and too big for my body almost.
 Even though I did not burst into tears that I feared that when it was my turn to speak, I knew that everyone in my cohort could obviously see that I was in visible distress, especially as they too are all training to be counsellors too. My friends whom I was sitting next to, whispered to me If I was okay and if I wanted to leave or have company to the bathroom to retrieve tissue, which made me feel better almost instantly. I could tell they had genuine empathy for me and wanted to help me through my ‘moment’ which made me grateful that I had developed such a close friendship with them and that the love and care for one another was mutual. On the break, roughly twenty minutes later, one of the ladies in our group came up to me to check if I was feeling okay and offered an ear if I ever wanted to talk about anything, which again made me feel reassured that I was not alone and people were there to support and care for me in my time of need. During the second half of the lecture where we continued with our triad group work, I decided to bring up how I felt when asked which weather I resonated with and why. This was the event that I decided I needed to seek more professional help, as talking in a practice counselling session for twenty minutes helped more than I originally thought. 
Reflecting back to that moment, I still feel the pain that I felt that day but it made me realise that I had more emotional distress than I originally thought and that I needed to seek help for both my mental health, and also for the sake of my education as every week I was finding myself getting upset and would hold back with participating fully. In a way, it was a positive experience as it made me aware of some feelings that I didn’t know I had or fully comprehended how much these experiences had affected me. My emotional experience through this self-reflection model of the Weather led me to seek out help with Student Services, which is a department within the University for mental health issues of students. I was accepted by the service to be in receipt of counselling services a day after applying, which was a great relief for my mental health but I felt apprehensive about starting the sessions and what would come out of it. Currently, I have received three sessions online and currently awaiting three more sessions to complete the service, I have made sure I fully engage in the sessions to receive the best outcome in just six short sessions, which is not difficult to do as my counsellor is very easy to talk to and we get on very well. After experiencing an emotionally difficult beginning to the course, either finding myself crying or avoiding getting ‘stuck in’ to the practice counselling sessions, my friends within the course noticed a significant positive difference in my overall demeanour and attitude towards the practice half of the lecture. This is all in result of attending counselling sessions and engaging in the self-healing journey that I was on with my counsellor. I am confident that instead of ignoring my feelings and negative events that have occurred in my life, I can now face them head-on and work through the emotions without fear of being sad or crying or them building up to a point that when prompted in a lecture or by a friend, family or even in the future when I am myself a counsellor, will not provoke an emotional response that I can not control. 
On evaluation, my core issues lay in grief or the lack of grieving that I had allowed myself to do. I had recently lost both my mother-in-law and family dog to Cancer, my sister and my children's father metaphorically, as the relationships we had previously ended rather explosively and thus died and I would not seek to repair them. Combined with general life stress, three children and university, I did not allow myself to stop and relax to self-reflect and resolve the emotions that I had. The importance of 
In the future, if I ever feel like I am avoiding a situation in fear of getting upset, I will use a self-reflecting model to work through my feelings combined with talking to either a friend or my partner to help me identify and process any experiences and feelings I may have. I also will not be afraid to seek professional help if I so need it. The importance of seeking help or conducting self-help with the use of reflection frameworks or models is essential, especially when being a counsellor in training and more so when practising as a fully qualified counsellor with clients. Figley (2013) explains with the Compassion Fatigue model, that exposure to and working with clients who experience grief or distressing experiences without participating in supervision counselling or self-reflecting, can lead the counsellor themselves to develop burnout or fatigue which in turn could lead them to not being mentally able to give their clients their full attention and empathy, disrupting and potentially damaging their client's recovery. Figley outlines the need for a therapist to recognise the signs and symptoms of emotional exhaustion and burnout and be able to implement their own self-reflection to combat this. Carl Rogers (2000) Person-centred therapy supports the need for self-reflection as a therapist emphasizing the need for the counsellor to have genuine engagement and therapeutic understanding. Through regular practice of self-reflection, counsellors can develop a heightened self-awareness, which can help them navigate the emotional terrain of grief and other difficult emotional experiences, contributing not only to their personal growth and ability to manage emotions but also to the advantage of their future clients. 
Overall the supporting literature I have discussed in this essay highlights the importance that, as a counsellor, I need just as much self-help regarding my own mental health and overall well-being as the clients we support seek from us. As counsellors, we will all have our own life experiences, positive and negative, that will affect our mental stability at any time if it is not reflected on and evaluated. If left unchecked, these emotions may affect our ability to empathise fully with our clients, trigger uncontrollable responses from experiences clients may bring to a session or we may carry the client's grief and negative experiences as our own as well as pre-existing emotions. Using Gibbs's (1988) model of reflection in situations in which we may need to reflect on experiences or emotions we have encountered, is beneficial to practise due to its depth of reflection, useability and adaptiveness. Regular self-reflection is something I will continue to practice regularly for my own mental health and well-being, as well as for my future career as a counsellor and my future clients. 
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