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For our Counselling skills Graduate Certificate, myself as well as other students have engaged within several recorded sessions in which we have implemented a plethora of Counselling skills. Each of these sessions included a triad of students, one a Counsellor, one a client and the final student serving as an observer. The skills implemented in these sessions included the appropriate use and timing of questions, establishing a Counselling Contract between the would-be Counsellor and the would-be client, and several others. In-between each of these sessions, reflection was necessary in order to determine what aspects of sessions were successful or unsuccessful. As such, this assessment will focus on critically reflecting upon my use of the various Counselling skills within a chosen recording of a mock Counselling skills session and identifying what aspects of my implementation of the skills was successful and what was unsuccessful. This critique will also involve possible considerations on how to potentially improve my provision of these Counselling skills. Through this critically reflective process, this will allow me to continue to develop my reflective skills and allow me to develop the efficacy of my Counselling skills. The chosen session was held on the 22nd of March. Two mock Counselling skills sessions were held on this day, the chosen recording was the second session of the evening. 


	The first point of discussion with regards to analysing my implementation of Counselling skills would naturally involve my application of Contracting, this essentially involving a situation in which the Counsellor and client establish the boundaries and conditions of the Counselling interaction, some of these conditions including the length of the session, the conditions of confidentiality, fees, etc (Bond, 2016). Referring to the chosen recording for this critique, the contracting process occurred fifteen seconds into the session and ending at the one minute mark. During this contracting process, I had established three conditions for the proceeding Counselling session. The first of these conditions involved the length of the session, this being approximately twenty-five minutes. The second condition involved establishing the nature of confidentiality in the session, where I had stated that it is not possible to ensure complete confidentiality within the session due to the session being recorded, as well as the presence of additional individuals as observers. The third condition involved establishing that if the session veers into topics which may cause discomfort for the client, would the client be able to indicate to myself in some manner that they wish to move away from said topic. With regards to critiquing my implementation of contracting, the conditions that I had established were effectively conveyed to the client in a concise manner. More importantly however, ensuring the client was aware confidentiality is not entirely held was crucial in ensuring that ethical practice is achieved as the client is fully informed about the environment in where they are disclosing their information. Implications of not informing the client of this condition may result in the client may believe they have been deceived and that the information they have shared has not been appropriately handled. Elaborating on this further, this may potentially result in the client becoming increasingly distrustful of the Counsellor’s method of practice, thereby harming the therapeutic relationship. As such, my application of this condition during the contracting process was highly beneficial and successful in the Counselling session. 


With regards to identifying areas of improvement, my implementation of contracting, while successful, is simplified and streamlined. There are many other details to cover during the contracting process such as the process involved in the instance the client wished to make a complaint as well as establishing what the recording will be used for (Bond, 2015), these were not covered during the session. There should have been explicit detail into how the recording would be used as to ensure the client is aware of how the information disclosed in the session will be used, as well as providing the client with information on how to make a complaint, provided the client wishes to do so. 


Overall, my contracting skills require improvement, with recommendations for improvement involving including these two conditions during future contracting processes. By ensuring these conditions are detailed, this would this ensure that the client is better informed of the session conditions, thereby ensuring that proper ethical procedure is effectively conducted, as ensuring these qualities are accounted for is suggested to be part of ethical practice, according to Bond (2015). 


One skill that was commonly used within throughout the session would be ‘paraphrasing’ which involves examining the meaning of the client’s message and rephrasing it (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p. 48). This not only ensures the Counsellor understands the information they are listening to through clarification, it also confirms to the client that the Counsellor if engaged within the session and allows for the client to feel their voice is being heard, ultimately developing the relationship between client and Counsellor (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p. 48). The first instance of my implementation of paraphrasing would be three minute and eight seconds into the recording where I had clarified what was discussed with the client. This implementation was successful as I had merely rephrased what was conveyed by the client. However, specifically at three minutes and forty-two seconds into the recording, I had moved the conversation topic towards a focus upon a solution that the client had discussed in a previous session. This may be problematic as one may suggest this is ceasing the exploration of what the client wanted to focus on and instead, is transferring the exploration to another area. Recommendations would be to simply allow the client to explore the area and not lead the conversation in specific directions. Asides from this, my implementation of paraphrasing in this instance was successful and in line with theoretical suggestion.


	Another example of the use of paraphrasing would be six minutes and fifty-two seconds into the recording, where I paraphrased the client’s message of the wanting to mend their relationship with their family member, but detailed that they have not had sufficient time to think about how to achieve that. I believe this implementation of paraphrasing to be successful as the client was nodding during the paraphrasing process, confirming that I was accurate in my paraphrasing. I had also paraphrased a point that was made in the previous session that I believed to be related to the message they were conveying in this session, this particularly occurring at the seven minutes and five seconds mark. Again, I believe this implementation to also be successful due to the client’s confirmation, saying “absolutely” whilst nodding. 


Overall, whilst there are other examples of paraphrasing throughout the Counselling session, the examples provided demonstrate my understanding of the skill of paraphrasing in order to clarify and recount what has been discussed back to the client, as the client appeared to agree with my rephrasing of their message. Therefore, I believe my ability to paraphrase the client’s message to be adequate.


	It is also necessary to discuss the use of silence within the Counselling skills session. The use of silence is suggested to be a highly useful tool within the Counselling process as it allows for a moment of pause, to allow both the client and Counsellor to reflect upon what has been discussed and the emotions that lie within (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p. 78). An example of this use of silence occurred nine minutes and fifty-three seconds into the recording. The client spoke about stresses with their family shortly beforehand and several seconds of silence passed afterwards. Whilst this may be an example of the use of silence, I do not believe enough time had passed in order to allow the client to reflect upon what they talked about. This may have been needed as the conflict appears to weigh upon the client, as the client’s facial expressions and tone of voice whilst relaying the message about the conflict before the moment of silence appear to suggest as much. As such, it may have been necessary to allow the client to process what they are thinking and feeling because of what they discussed. Recommendations for future situations may involve allowing for a longer period of silence to better facilitate that moment of reflection. 


	Another example of using silence would include an instance that occurred eighteen minutes and seventeen seconds. Much like the previous section however, this moment of silence was brief and potentially does not allow enough time for the client to process what they have discussed. In addition, shortly before silent pause, the client appears to be anxious about the prospect of the conflict that may occur between themselves and their family member. A recommendation for a longer period of silence is necessary in order to allow for the individual to process what they have said and what they are feeling. However, in order to do this, I must learn to identify the appropriate moments in which to enable this space, whilst the moment is occurring. This may have then allowed the client to explore their emotions and reactions to this ongoing conflict.
	
	
Overall, whilst there have been examples of silence, they both suffer from the same issue, this being a lack of time that prevents a moment of reflection for the client. As such, this demonstrates that improvements to enabling a silent space is required. Doing so may allow for the client to have the opportunity to explore how they are feeling about what they are discussing, and this may be done through identifying the appropriate opportunities in which to enable this silent space. Provided this is achieved, this would allow for a space which enables emotional reflection. 


As for my implementation of questions, they may prove to be as beneficial as they are possibly detrimental to the Counselling process (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015, p. 56). This may be due to several reasons, such as the reasoning as to why the question is being asked e.g. am I asking this for my own curiosity or for the client’s sake?, is the question relevant to what the client is saying?, etc. (Midwinder and Dickson, 2015, p. 56). As such, one must be able to identify what questions may be appropriate to ask within a given situation. As for my use of questions, an instance of this occurred five minutes and forty-eight seconds into the recording, where during the previous two minutes, the client had previously detailed their anticipation for time off from their University course and how they may use this time to potentially repair relations with a family member. After the client had detailed this information, I then asked the client how they may feel if their relationship with their family member is mended. Asking this question was an attempt to prompt the client to explore their emotions if the relationship was repaired. However, this question may not have been necessary as, upon hindsight, the client had discussed their want to repair that relationship with their family member, one may naturally infer that it would be obvious that the client would be elated provided that relationship was mended. Additionally, whilst the client did detail that they would be elated if this outcome were to occur, the client appeared to be more concerned about how to repair that relationship rather than emotional exploration, based on how little the client detailed how they would feel in that situation and their willingness to move onto how they would mend that relationship. Therefore, this renders the question unnecessary and ineffective in attempting to prompt the client to explore their emotions. Recommendations for improvement may consist of focusing on what aspects of their message may be concerning to them and prompting them to explore their emotions in those areas instead as opposed to asking them how they may feel about an outcome that they want to happen in the first place. 


	An additional point of discussion for the use of questions may include an instance that occurred nine minutes and fifty-three seconds into the recording after the client had detailed stresses occurring in their family. As previously mentioned, it appeared that before the moment of silence, these conflicts were weighing upon the client due to tone of voice and facial expressions. I did not identify these emotions and the opportunity to prompt the client with a question to explore these issues. It may have been pertinent to ask the client a question such as “The situation appears to be weighing upon you, would you like to share what you’re thinking or feeling?”. However, an additional recommendation would be to better learn to identify these hidden emotions in the client’s facial expressions and tone of voice, thereby allowing me to identify opportunities to ask questions which prompt the client to explore how they feel about the message they are conveying.


	Overall, whilst there are other examples of using questions in the Counselling skills session, it would appear from my perspective that I will need to continue to improve my ability to ask the client meaningful questions during the Counselling process which may be done through identification of the individual’s emotions and asking questions which prompt exploration of said emotions. Provided this is achieved, this would allow for the development of my own Counselling skills and further extending to facilitating the client’s ability to reflect upon their emotions and understand more about them. 


	As for immediacy, this focuses on the Counsellors possessing an empathic understanding for the client’s message and involves both the client and Counsellor focusing on being ‘in the moment’ and how the client is feeling and thinking in that moment (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015, p. 68). With regards to my implementation of immediacy, one instance involves aforementioned point that was discussed during my implementation of silence, specifically the use of silence at eighteen minutes and seventeen seconds. As mentioned previously, there appeared to be feelings of anxiety based upon the facial expressions of the client. While I have identified this in hindsight, I was unable to identify that anxiety ‘in the moment’ and explore that anxiety with the client. As such, this demonstrates my inability to use immediacy within that instance. As for recommendations for improvement in future sessions, this may involve perhaps developing greater perception for the emotions that appear through facial expressions as it is occurring.


In addition, another instance where it may have been beneficial to use immediacy, occurred nine minutes and fifty-three seconds into the recording. As previously mentioned in my critique for my use of questions and silence, it appeared that the stresses within their family was weighing upon them. I did not identify these emotions at the time and I detailed recommendations regarding the implementing questions and allowing for a silence space which enables reflection on what they have discussed. As previously stated, this displays flaws in my ability to use questions and silence effectively. However, in addition to this, this also demonstrates potential flaws in my ability to identify emotions ‘in the moment’. Much like the previous point, it may be prudent to suggest that I develop my ability to identify the emotions that lie within the client’s facial expressions and, in this instance, tone of voice. Doing so may then allow me to better identify opportunities to explore the emotions that are occurring ‘in the moment’ and identify opportunities in which to potentially prompt the individual into examining their emotions and to become self-aware about how they are thinking and feeling.


Overall, based on what has been discussed, it would appear that the primary concern is not regarding my ability to connect with the emotions of the client whilst it is occurring, it appears to be an issue with identifying them in those moments. As such, improvements are required to be made for my ability to be more perceptive and identify emotions whilst the event is occurring as doing so would allow me to identify the opportunities which enable a deeper examination into the emotions that the client is experiencing during the session.


	There is also the use of metaphors. Metaphors, as suggested by Midwinter and Dickson (2015, p. 101), can serve as a highly beneficial means of identifying the meaning that lies within a client’s message, provided that the client is responsive to metaphors. One example of a metaphor occurred at the thirteen minute mark, where I had described the client’s struggles in her relationship with her family member because of their opposing views as “…quite a hill to climb up…”, I believe this implementation of metaphors to be successful as the client had affirmed this use of metaphor shortly after I had stated it. Despite this successful use of metaphor, this is the only instance of its implementation. However, upon examination of the session recording, I could not identify any other instances where a metaphor may have been necessary. Overall, while the implementation of metaphors was limited, I believe it to be successful due to the affirmation given by the client and, from my perspective, I believe my ability to implement metaphors to be adequate.


	As for tertiary points of discussion, one flaw with the chosen recording would be the length of the session. Whilst the session is within an acceptable timeframe, it far from the desired thirty minute mark, with the recording consisting of twenty-four minutes and twenty-three seconds. Recommendations for improvement would consist of ensuring the session’s duration is longer during future sessions, but also ensuring the time spent during the session is not artificially prolonged in order to fill the time, as one may infer this artificial prolonging of the session would be unhelpful to the therapeutic process.


Another point, at the end of the recording, approximately at the twenty-two minute and nine seconds mark, I asked the client “…is there anything else you would like to share?”, this may be somewhat problematic. One may infer that this may be due to the possibility that this may result in the client discussing a different topic altogether which, provided the session is nearing an end, may prevent the client from being able to fully explore this subject matter due to the limited amount of time available. As such, recommendations would suggest that I do not ask this question when a session is nearing an end in the future. 


In addition, my use of the microskills, most notably my use of nodding when listening to their message and matching my facial expressions to those of the client. Throughout the session, I consistently ensured that my facial expressions were similar to those of the client e.g. I smiled when the client smiled. One may infer that this is useful during Counselling sessions as, much like paraphrasing, it demonstrates to the client that the Counsellor is engaged with what they are saying. Therefore, I was able to consistently demonstrate this micro skill throughout the session.


	In conclusion, I have discussed my efficacy in using a variety of Counselling skills and whilst I have effectively demonstrated my ability and understanding in some skills such as paraphrasing and metaphors, my ability to effectively use other skills to the best of their abilities requires improvement. While I have identified areas of improvement in several areas, many of the critiques have established that areas of improvement lie within my ability to identify emotions in the moment and to use the skills through means which prompt the client to explore what they are thinking and feeling about the information they are conveying. As such, recommendations primarily consist of learning to better identify these emotions in the moment, as well as using these skills in meaningful ways which allow for the client the opportunity to reflect and delve deeper into their emotions, whether it be asking relevant questions or allowing for a silent space which allows for reflection upon what has been discussed. Provided that these skills are developed and nurtured, my ability to use the various Counselling skills will continue to develop and, provided that I do practice as a Counsellor in the future, serve as a strong foundation through which I may assist individuals to explore their emotions and ultimately improve their wellbeing.
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