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The principal purpose of writing reflectively about the videos we make as part of the learning process in counselling is to reflect upon ethics, assumptions, cultural biases and values. The aim is to try to perfect our skills; to hone our skills and arm ourselves with the weapon of self-awareness. With this in mind, I will loosely apply Gibbs’ reflective cycle to my analysis and evaluation of the recording, with a strong emphasis on consideration of my feelings. I will identify things which need attention and reflect upon how I can improve in the future. I will use the name “Aurora” when referring to the client to ensure their confidentiality, since one “should respect the confidentiality of service users” (Douglas et.al., 2016, p.82). I am aware that sometimes I can appear nervous and one aim I have in counselling is to try to present myself as calm and consistent. So maybe it was providential that my client Aurora was a person who projected a good amount of self-confidence as this helped to highlight my need to raise the bar (at the same time being keenly aware that how someone appears may not be as they feel). Aurora outlined that she was a professional lady who recently had taken on too many commitments and had reached a “breakdown point” (to use her words). She realised that what she had to do was impossible for one person and she had found herself crying and needing her boyfriend to help out. This position of needing help was one she clearly did not feel at ease with as she usually put herself in the role of “parent” within her family.
 The room which was the setting for the session was new, simply furnished, and warm though maybe a little snug for two ladies with long legs. It was too warm and stuffy for me, but it was just right for Aurora. In this practice situation I had no control over these factors, but it is good to be made aware going forward that a comfortable temperature for myself might not be the best ambient temperature for my client and vice versa. Indeed, Sanders and Lehmann (2018) highlight the importance of managing the counselling environment, since “Both the design and layout of counselling rooms affect clients, particularly vulnerable women,”.
I felt quite nostalgic as I listened to her talking. As I analyse those feelings now, I realise I was having to make a lot of effort to empathise with her need. I have fond memories of being at a similar stage of life; of being busy and having my future before me. Bolton (2018, p.29) describes empathy as “an imaginative process of leaving our own feelings and exploring other’s perspectives.”. So my evaluation here would be that I am learning to focus and empathise and realise that some of the problems clients bring will naturally elicit more sympathy than others. My action plan for the future will be to fine-tune my skills so that I feel as strongly about my clients’ problems as I do my own.
 The session helped alert her to some of the little things which exacerbated her stress, like her brother not listening to her. I felt the session led her to make some connections in her thoughts, which will help her modify her behaviour slightly in future. I think she gained insight into her physical limitations and her need to prioritise self-care. This might lead to her redefining her boundaries with her brother and actually saying “no” on occasions. I think I asked a useful question here, which helped Aurora reflect upon the differences between her behaviour in the workplace and the home environment. The process of this followed the person-centred approach and was client-led in that once the question was asked, she reflected and started working out why she behaved differently in work. In Carl Roger’s (1942) book Counselling and Psychotherapy, he suggests that “the therapist could be most help to clients by allowing them to find their own solutions to their problems,”. Or as Jane Austen (1814) said in Mansfield Park, “We all have our best guides within us, if only we would listen,”.
 Analysing this part of the video I felt positive as I had a good sense of well-being. However, I am aware that one will not always feel this way with clients, so as I look forward, I need to remain aware that I feed on the good energy that I get when clients get a realisation, and persevere in those sessions where that is not apparent. This of course reveals one of my underlying values that helping people is a good thing. There has been a change of thinking for me during this course. I have been amazed to see that clients often have their own answers and that if one listens and is a good sounding board, they can find the solutions themselves. I believe my inclination before the course was to want to offer advice. I have applied theory in this instance to make myself aware of my underlying beliefs and realise that this inclination was due to my inexperience. “Sometimes inexperienced counsellors are blocked by their need to see the client as ‘improving in every session’, or perhaps by a more generalised ‘need to be helpful’,” (Mearns and Thorne 1997 p. 56).	
I mentioned at the beginning of the essay that I wanted to appear confident but unfortunately this was not always the reality. I watched the video with this in mind and applied some recognised theory in order to analyse myself.					
 So, if following Egan’s (2010, cited in: Midwinter and Dickson, 2018, p.25) acronym “SOLER”, then it is clear that I do not always appear relaxed but do seem to have covered the other elements.
Watching a video of yourself, knowing what you think and what you are trying to communicate, and seeing the reality of the impression you may have created is a daunting process. As Brookfield (2012, cited in: Midwinter and Dickson, 2018, p.54) cautions, “our actions often give indications opposite to how we intended them to be understood”. This particular video is of the first session I had with Aurora, I hadn’t yet had lots of sessions to build a relationship with her, which partly explains why I judged the congruence and sense of connection needed for counselling rated on the low side. These things are very subjective though and so hopefully Aurora felt differently about it. 
What I perceive as one small physical indication of the newness of the relationship is captured right at the beginning of the video: We sat in the room and were positioned for the video camera and I was about to start introducing the contract when Aurora moved her chair away from mine. I took this as a small indication that she did not feel comfortable sitting so close. Of course, there are many other possible, less significant reasons for such a move; she may simply have wanted extra legroom. The timing of the readjustment was interesting though as it came after Aurora had indicated that she was ready to start. So, although she had said she was ready, this shifting of position made clear she was not quite settled. Her verbal communication did not match what her body was doing.
I thought on the whole I explained the contract well. Though there was something that grated on me: After making the necessary explanations, I usually ask: “Are you comfortable with that?”. However, on this occasion I instead asked, “Did you understand that?”. Upon reflection, phrasing it this way could be deemed to sound a little condescending, so in future I will always ask whether the client is “comfortable”.
I felt there was a lot to learn from this session with regards proceeding at the client’s pace, something that Carl Rogers (1983; Reeves, 2018, p.262) highlights as being important. There were two particular moments where I was conscious of this issue of pacing. In the first instance, Aurora spoke about her family history and mentioned that her parents had no connection with extended family, having brought Aurora and her siblings up alone. However, she later mentioned her grandmother and how she had surgery and implied that their relationship was close. I made a mental note of this discrepancy but felt it was not something to delve into in a first counselling session. So clearly in this instance I was aware of the need to proceed at the right pace for the client.
“When we have clarified and followed our client’s story, we may help to identify unhelpful and unproductive thinking by pointing out discrepancies between the past and the present. This can be a useful form of challenge, particularly to illuminate blind spots or inconsistencies,” (Midwinter and Dickson, 2018, p.87).
The most glaring mistake for me when watching this video was when I highlighted her use of the word “owe”. I think this sounded like I was judging her. It might have been better had I rephrased slightly; it became clear that she was not ready to look at these feelings. Although, I noted from other things she said that this was how she viewed her family relationships; that she had a strong sense of duty and obligation. I did try to emphasise the positive side of this; of it being a behaviour learned as a result of a good example being set by her parents. In hindsight it might have been better to have focussed on the expression she used regards her work when she said: “I’ve made it in my work”. This would have been a gentler route to highlight her thinking, rather than looking first at the stronger word “owe”. The former might have been a more palatable exploration of feelings for Aurora. Furthermore, I think it was unhelpful at that stage to encourage her to reflect upon the possibility that her family might be surprised to know she used this expression. Again, even though this was not my intention, it is possible this could make a person feel judged, and so at this point in the video I did not feel that I was “in-step” with the pace of the client.
In fact, to take it a stage further, it could be said the core skill of empathy could have been improved by standing in the client’s shoes as Rogers (1969, p.126) suggests. Despite this possible misjudgement, she did reveal that she placed strong value on the importance of family, and so this was something which could be built on in future sessions. It did cross my mind upon further reflection that I noticed that she highlighted family as being important because it is a value I share with the client. I wonder whether I’d have taken such a clear mental note of this fact had it not been a value I shared – this is something I intend to keep on my radar going forward.
This leads me on to another general theme of my reflection: I felt I asked too many questions. One question was necessary for clarification of her tiredness; I asked what type of business her parents had. This question was necessary to help me better understand her situation and it made Aurora aware that I was engaged and actively listening to her story. As Buber (1958,cited in: Cooper et.al.,2013 p.404) put it: moving from the I-it to I-Thou.
At one key point when I was attempting to delve deeper into her feelings, I asked two questions at the same time where one would have sufficed. I asked, “Was that a release?” and “Was that a turning point?”. This was clearly a mistake.
One of the most interesting things for me personally was when she mentioned bereavement in work. I was immediately aware of the need to not look at this issue from my own personal experience. In order to avoid what Freud (1895; Humphrey, 2011; and Bruce, 2013) termed as “transference” in his studies on hysteria, I tried to simply listen carefully at this point. However, I was aware from watching the video that from Aurora’s point of view she felt I did not understand her fear of losing her family. She thought I had not heard her on that point, as she felt the need to reiterate it. However, it was good that I was alerted to this by paraphrasing. This then actually helped her to clarify her feelings and acknowledge her underlying fears. So even if it wasn’t necessarily the best paraphrasing, it did help.
“Done well it enables clients to really hear and understand themselves afresh. There is a saying ‘I don’t know what I mean until I hear what I say.’ Often, hearing themselves will enable clients to explore further and clarify deeper meaning for themselves,” (Feltham and Horton, 2000, p.84).

When summing up at the end of the video, I used the expression “unconditional love”. The expression the client had used was “selfless people”. It would have resonated more with the client if I had selected the same phrase as she had used. There would have been a sense of ownership and familiarity if I had done so. Although there is another school of thought in counselling which says it appears more genuine for a counsellor to use their own words when paraphrasing. However, I feel in this instance as Aurora seemed unsure as to whether she had made herself heard on a few occasions that using her words would have reinforced this for her.
I did make use of silence at one point in the video. The client went quiet and looked thoughtful. I consciously did not say anything and allowed the silence to continue. After a pause, the client started talking again. I was attempting here to use one of the core conditions of unconditional positive regard so that Aurora would discover what was necessary for herself. So, I did venture to give her some autonomy here and let her lead the way. Though I have to concede that this does not come naturally to me and that I need to do this more frequently, since “Being able to respond appropriately to silence” is highlighted as being of great importance by Aldridge and Rigby (2001, p.103).
Regarding the issue of body language, there are many little things that I was unaware of until watching the video. I noticed I do something funny with my lips after asking questions; my face appears to have a frown when I am concentrating on what the client is saying. This could be taken as disapproval, so I need to try to work on a more relaxed expression, but at the same time appearing intent on listening. I also raise my eyebrows from time to time which again could be misconstrued as a sign of surprise.
Some of the positive body language I noted included the fact that I often nod in agreement with Aurora. I also mirrored her, and parroted (not always a positive) her comments to some degree. I realise that my body language needs to be more relaxed and confident.
During the session I was more aware of the client’s body language than my own. She used her hands quite a lot to express herself and also in other background movements like pushing her hair over her shoulder. She became very animated when talking about the drain of her energy and juggling plates. I felt this echoed the fact that this metaphor the client offered was key to a shift in her own understanding: a recognition that of course it is impossible to carry on juggling too many plates over a prolonged period and sooner or later something has to smash. I hope I gave enough non-verbal encouragement at this point in her story telling. I do wonder whether I emphasised the importance of this strong metaphor enough during the session, but know I managed to highlight it as a key image when I did my final summary.
At one point she became very relaxed and put her hand down. I judged that it would not be useful or appropriate to mention this as she was in the flow of her explanations, but I did notice it.
Aurora was quite adept at using metaphors. I did think at one point of asking how long plate spinning could be maintained. I refrained and the client actually detailed how she came to breaking point. She used quite dramatic language to indicate how she came to the end of her tether; she used the word “breakdown” and explained that she was actually crying. It was clear that at this point that she was allowing herself to be the child and to be cared for by her family. Previously she had chosen to be the parent and presumably be strong and not show that she needed help. She had been doing the impossible and juggling plates until she ran out of energy.
Crying is something I personally do with ease. Whilst analysing this video I was aware that just showing this type of emotion is a big deal for some people. This is an area I could actually plan to explore more with clients. So, in future I could ask whether someone usually likes to keep a tight lid on their emotions and how unusual displays of emotion are for them. I have in previous sessions checked that a box of tissues is available in the room for the client or had a small packet of tissues ready. On this occasion I had forgotten so it was probably just as well that the client did not cry but managed to control her emotions whilst telling her story.
 I have one final observation with regards my summary and the finishing of the session: A summary by nature gives a brief outline of what has been discussed. During my summing up, Aurora interjected to fill in more details of things she believed I had missed. I allowed her the space to do so, though on reflection I think this may be an issue for my continued professional development. I think bringing sessions to a close with strong, chatty characters is challenging, and I need to develop a firmer persona which will allow me to conclude sessions without clients feeling the need to retell their stories again or begin talking about new things.

In conclusion, I believe that the video shows that I have begun the journey of counselling and have knowledge of the core conditions. I have endeavoured to stay within ethical boundaries (following the Ethical Framework outlined by BACP 2013), and above all, I have tried to develop the skill of empathy. Along the way, I have negotiated a path through the world of Panoptu. I encountered Aurora and I hope she felt respected and listened to. I have examined the setting, our body language, the deeper issues of relationship (whilst acknowledging the infancy of a relationship in a first session), as well as feelings and underpinning values. I have attempted to link all this to relevant theories on counselling. Counselling is a privilege as you do find yourself in the centre of someone else’s world and discover all that is important and valued by them. I cannot help but continue to be surprised by the fact that the stronger one’s desire to help and not hinder, the more one reveals one’s own intentions and core beliefs. It is like you see someone in a wet muddy bog and want to help them out onto the dry ground, but in the process of doing this you look down to find out that you are covered in wet mud. The wet mud did not just get on you in the helping; it was there on you already, but you never looked down and saw it; you had wrongly assumed that you were standing on dry ground. In the core values the therapist is supposed to be congruent and the client anxious and vulnerable but in reality the connection is a revelation to both participants.
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