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Within, Between and Through  

     Working with clients through placement is a core component of counsellor training (BACP, 2018). Historically, counselling and psychotherapy as a skill has long been measured by ongoing reflection and evaluation regarding the effectiveness and the distinguishable nature of training and use of placement (Neimeyer et al, 2001, p. 763). I currently volunteer as a trainee counsellor for The Exchange, a free counselling service for eighteen to twenty-five-year-olds. This essay will aim to give a reflective account of my experience volunteering with The Exchange. Key themes will include training, procedures, support, and clinical meetings. These themes will be discussed reflectively while underpinned theoretically. 

     My journey with The Exchange started with the training provided by the organisation. Training in counselling and psychotherapy is essential for the future of the field (Overholser, 2019, P.264). The Exchange’s training included ethics, procedures, safeguarding and systems. Although this was their first-time delivering training via an online platform, it was easy to recognise that those who facilitated the learning (which consisted of the CEO, the volunteer coordinator, and a manager) were client led. This was highlighted by teaching us new approaches to typical issues and raising ethical considerations. This also stood true for the care and wellbeing of the volunteers. This was evident in the numerous contact details that were given out, especially for the safeguarding team, who consisted of the management panel. The safeguarding procedure is simple – any concerns, contact the safeguarding team to discuss. They will decide whether the situation needs to be escalated. Furthermore, an extensive step by step guide to systems, daily set-up, and contracts was cascaded out, which made the process of transitioning from student to volunteer much less daunting. Redekopp and Huston (2019) reviewed recent areas in wellbeing at work and it was promptly highlighted that career development and mental health are related. Therefore, feeling support at the very beginning of this journey was important.

     It was set out from the beginning that there were clear procedure pathways to follow, such as guidance on clinical note taking and admin assistance. Documents highlighting procedures, which include Did Not Attends (DNA), cancellations, and ethics around conducting telephone sessions, were shared as well as the assessment procedure. An assessment is caried out over the phone using the assessment form, and the client is also required to answer the questions from the CORE 10 questionnaire. An assessment review takes place at the end of the sessions, in which the volunteer coordinator will call to discuss the clients’ presenting issues. They decide if, firstly, counselling would be beneficial for the client, and secondly, if I am the most suitable volunteer for their needs. If the client is allocated to my case load after this meeting, then we speak weekly, fill a CORE 10 on every call, and I am still to call the coordinator at the end of the placement day to discuss the progress of the work. This very structured frame allows me to feel supported, while giving me the autonomy to explore my professional self as a trainee counsellor. 

     Organisations today are faced with the many challenges that the pandemic has brought. Issues arise surrounding distant working, and the differences in volunteers that are interacting with these policies and procedures are often not taken into account. Complexities such as languages or jargon, location of residence, social status, and culture brings a series of problems, mainly in communication (Pemberty et al, 2019, p. 56244). Steps have been taken in the aim to combat these complexities, such as the volunteer coordinator facilitating a ‘What’s App’ group for the interns. This group allows us to ask questions in the moment, not only in search for answers from the coordinator, but from each other. There are many psychosocial processes and theories that may help identify why peer support approaches are effective in helping people when they face difficult and challenging situations (Bartone et al, 2018, p. 556). Social support is believed to underpin peer support as a basic process – the perception that we have someone around who we can rely upon to offer emotional and practical assistance (Solomon, cited in Batone et al, 2018, p. 556). 

     In addition, I am invited to take part in a clinical meeting every month, where topics such as system and admin issues are discussed. However, the main focus of the meeting is client work, and each counsellor is offered a space to discuss a client of their choice. Generally, client cases that are brought to the meetings are due to the counsellors need for different perspectives or best practice. The goal of a supervisory group is to increase group members’ professional competencies and to raise awareness’ (Lashkova, et al, 2018, p. 36). However, ‘disappearance’ is a phenomenon which can occur with the initial formation of a group, and Lashkova et al (2018) states, it is the result of “psychological defences at work”, which is universal and inter-subjective because all group members are its co-authors. At times, I can start to feel inadequate to speak congruently and thus disappear into the background. This is where one-to-one supervision is beneficial. Clinical supervision has been designed for a distinct professional competence (Flander, 2018, p. 1240). Additionally, the BACP’s Ethical Framework (2018) states that supervision is a rich source of support where practitioners gain learning and understanding and provides a space to develop reflexivity. Furthermore, it aids therapists in working safely and effectively with clients (BACP, 2018). 

     Now that clinical work has begun, I feel less underprepared and ready to give and to learn from client’s and peers. Being at the very beginning of my own professional journey, I can appreciate how much room there is to grow. Sometimes this can feel overwhelming, and I am taking self-care measures to invite the growing space in, working against the ‘I’m not worthy’ mentality. A feeling of ‘fake’ intellect or lack of ability that I often relate to is referred to as Imposter Phenomena (IP), and individuals that suffer from IP believe that they have ‘fooled’ those that surround them into overestimating their capabilities (Peteet, 2015, p. 176). However, with the support I am receiving while delivering client work, I am able to share and express these emotions and fears, which in turn allows reflection and I feel more equipped to combat them. 

     The degree has been the training wheels in my professional journey, and it is placement experience which is giving me a helping hand in starting to remove them. I feel secure standing on the path. Having a work-based placement offers me the opportunity to unite theory I have learnt into practice. I feel I am growing in knowledge and experience, while maintaining the safety of the clients. 
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Forgiven People Forgive
 
     The deeper I find myself in client work, the more grateful I am for my supervisor, and for the alliance we share. Outside of the safe walls of the triad environment, I am trying my best to listen out for ‘the music behind the lyrics’, my supervisor often highlights how much music there really is. This essay will aim to explain why supervision is a core element to the helping professional, by focusing on a reflective account of the supervision process while deconstructing a client issue brought to the clinical session. The client’s identity has been kept confidential, and they will be referred to as ‘the client’ throughout the essay, in the interest of their autonomy. 

     Supervision is a professional arrangement for both qualified and student counsellors and is appropriate for anyone practicing within helping services. It provides a platform in which to discuss clinical work on a regular basis, with an experienced practitioner. Although it is a clinical setting, it is a collaborative process that undertakes ‘consultive support’ (BACP, 2020) and is crucial for the skill development required to practice counselling and psychotherapy effectively (McCarthy et al, cited in Gu et al, 2010, p. 35). This ethical requirement continues long into a counsellors qualified life, and according to the BACP (2020) anyone “working in roles that require regularly giving or receiving emotionally challenging communications or engaging in relationally complex and challenging roles” would benefit from becoming part of a ‘supervisory alliance’, where objectives are shared on how to work together constructively to provide a competent, ethical, and safe service to the client. 

     After a poor experience with my first supervisor, I was cautious about finding another. I was aware that although my client experiences had not grown much, my needs had changed. A more formative approach, such as guidance on skill development and theoretical learning is required when trainee counsellors seek supervision (BACP, 2020). Furthermore, due to my natural existential positioning, I felt that I needed someone who I could build a relational-based restorative alliance with, which would provide me a space to speak freely about my practice thoughts. My new supervisor provides just that. 

     In our fourth supervision session, I brought my newest client to the forefront. I had only met them a few days before, as they explained to me how they had moved away from home to join university and had grown up their whole life witnessing domestic abuse between their parents. I listened as the client weaved through their narrative, giving some of the detail and nuances of their experiences. Despite the chaos and upset the client spoke of, they felt that they had truly forgiven their parents for the past, for taking away their childhood, which was achieved through prayer. On asking the client why they had self-referred for counselling, their response was because they ‘needed’ a space to share their narrative and their memories, ‘from the top’ – they needed ‘to get it out’. Although comments around forgiveness had invoked something within me, when I gave my supervisor the summary of the client’s issues, it seemed a seamless part of the narrative. But my supervisor grabbed it with both hands, a chord had been plucked in the client’s song, and from here we began a process around forgiveness. 

     My Supervisor asked me if I had read Women Who Run with Wolves by Estes (1992) and drew my attention to the ‘Four Stages of Forgiveness’. The first stage, to forego – to leave alone. It seemed the client had acted this already, by leaving the situation miles away back in Shona, while they studied in Swansea University. The next is to forebear, where abstaining from punishing those who we are attempting to forgive, including neither thinking about nor acting on punishing those who have hurt us. Again, it seemed that the client had achieved this, which was evident in the language they used, such as “I don’t want to speak to them about it, I used to, but now I feel I have nothing to gain from making them feel bad”. The third stage, to forget – to aver from memory, to refuse to dwell. The client had not forgotten. Whether or not the client had truly forgiven their parents, my supervisor highlighted, was not the purpose of the conversation. It was rather to remind me that they are on a journey, and to accept and be open to the fact that that journey can change despite how strongly the client feels about something in the present, such as forgiveness – to not take it as a given, but something that has been given, something to look at, to hold. 

     Forgiveness is an important human process which holds individual functions, such as benefits and limitations. Psychological wellbeing and the maintenance of interpersonal relationships are related to the act of forgiveness (Webb et al, cited in Cornish and Wade, 2015, p. 521). The theme of forgiveness in counselling is common and is a key example of how the now largely secularised profession links to its roots in religious forms of soul care. For example, pastoral counsellors in Britain played a key part the in establishment of the BACP (West, 2001, p. 415). West (2001) continues to explain that it feels in many areas of the work ‘something has been lost’ and that the clients’ spiritual needs are not always being met due to this secularisation. After researching the topic post-conversation with my supervisor, I began to wonder whether forgiveness is a lifestyle for my Christian client, not just an act. Their belief in their forgiveness may be bigger than I can comprehend. And thus, it is neither my role to analyse whether they have in fact forgiven, but to sit with their idea of forgiveness so that they can set themselves free from the past. 

     This seemingly small discussion with my supervisor had great impact. Not only did it give me better insight into some of the shadowed corners of the session with my client, but also set my curiosity running; from which I have taken new information, knowledge, and ideas that I have reflected on deeply. I feel more confident to sit with my client’s spiritualism when it enters the space, and have been reminded that clients’ journeys are fluid, things can change direction or take a different shape at any moment. Blind spots lurk around each hidden corner, and supervision is a crucial part of ensuring that I am working at my best ability, ethically, resourcefully, and spiritually. 
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Lean in

     The role of continuing professional development (CPD) in counselling is key. The world constantly evolves, and in the interest of best practice, so must the practitioner, by keeping up with research and findings, join courses where they meet other helping professionals, and continue to practice reflexivity. Every client experience is unique to another, and every way of working with each individual can only be backed by experience and knowledge. This essay will reflectively discuss an online trauma CPD course, and its impact on client work and counsellor. 

     CPD ensures professional credibility and validity for professional bodies (Peel, cited in Neary, 2016, p. 466). Neary (2016) states that although CPD is an individual choice, it challenges counsellors and requires them to take responsibility for their professional actions. She continues to express that it is a moral duty which forms ethics that frame professional practice. Furthermore, the diversity and reflective practice offered from CPD results a fertile ground (Peel, 2011, p. 123) to explore and discover, which ensures the practitioner is vibrant rather than stale within their client work. The BACP (2021) believe that CPD is of great value to their Ethical Framework (2018), and state that all registered members must agree to commit to CPD in a structured way. They continue to explain that they see CPD as a cyclical process – 1) to reflect and identify learning needs, 2) plan and prioritise, 3) action, 4) evaluate. They point out that this cycle usually starts with reflection but can sometimes occur at other points and continues to flow throughout professional journeys. 

     My first experience of CPD was while I undertook the ‘Working with Trauma’ course with New Pathways, an organisation which supports victims and survivors of sexual violence and assault. Availability was required for an eight-hour session, every Saturday for eight weeks to complete the course, with a workbook to be submitted at the end to gain an Agored Cymru Accreditation. Access to CPD online is an appealing notion. With technologies developing to keep up with the demand that the pandemic has left us with, online CPD opportunities have improved greatly (Yates, 2014, p. 245). 

     The course took us to all corners of trauma, from the activity in the brain, to living day to day, ‘fight or flight’ and so on. I found the course to be challenging at times due to most of the content linking back to sexual violence as such the nature of the organisation. However, above all, I found the course to be incredibly impactful and enlightening for us within my client work, whether sexual violence had occurred or not. Distinguishing between stressful and traumatic events has its difficulties. Controversy and criticism follow each revision of the DSM-5 categorisation of trauma, as clinicians and researchers continue to debate what constitutes it (Adams and Allwood, 2021, p. 284). Individuals are placed in high risk of developing multiple mental health disorders from being exposed to traumatic events – posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) and major depressive disorder (MMD) are just to name a few (Price and Van Stolk-Cooke, 2015, p. 149). PTSD leading to comorbidity issues, such as substance misuse and the belief that treatments will be unsuccessful (Possemato et al, 2015, p. 345), eating disorders (Mitchell et al, 2012, p. 307) and self-harm and high arousal (Dyer et al, 2009, p. 1100) – which are many of the issues that the clients I work with suffer from, despite no diagnoses or even acknowledgment to any particular ‘traumatic event’. 
     Armed with such information, and my curiosity sparked, the course encouraged me to delve further into trauma, listening to books such as ‘The Body Keeps the Score’ by Bessel Van Der Kolk (2019) and ‘Complex PTSD: From Surviving to Thriving’ by Pete Walker (2018). I began to piece together an understanding of how these skills and techniques designed for helping those suffering from trauma can also help those who may not be/do not recognise that they are. Grounding tools to help bring those in high states of arousal back to centre, or the ‘circle of influence’ to assess what is in the clients’ control and the drama triangle (Lac and Donaldson, 2020) have all been used in my practice and there has always been something that fits for a client to draw back on. 

     This has led me to think deeply regarding trauma, and how it exists in the world. Does trauma have to be a huge life changing event for people to suffer from it? Can it be found in the small, and subtle continuous acts of mild psychological abuse over time? And if so, is trauma a scale, that very person slides up and down accordingly? Which brings me back to a point made earlier in the essay – every client is incredibly individual compared to the next, and therefore their tolerance of trauma will be different. Their resilience to the world different to everyone around them. The fear of being vulnerable is the only thing that stitches them together. 

     CPD furthers our insight into interesting areas of study while creating greater awareness, skills, and make for moral ethical practice. In a forever changing climate, as officers of social justice and inclusion, counsellors are expected to take part in CPD to ensure their clients are gaining the best service, while practitioners stand true to their chosen ethical frameworks. With an experiential CPD course, such as the training delivered by New Pathways, not only does it present the information they deliver, but also the gift of curiosity. From there, I have been able to find my own resources, and in doing so have become a more effective counsellor to the clients. Naturally, one reflects deeply on the content, and when learning can mean so much emotionally, this can only be projected through the empathy provided while I walk with the client on their journey.  
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