	
	
	



Reflective Practice in Counselling (ECCS6002)
Rachel John (Student ID: 1922966)
Critically Reflect on your own values, beliefs and consider the influences that may have shaped these throughout your life.
Introduction
As humans, we develop from birth through experiential learning integrating cognitive and socio-emotional perspectives (Kolb and Fry, 1975; Piaget, 1936; Pascal, 1992). Through reflection, individuals learn from experiences (Kolb,1984). Beliefs and thought processes form from social and cultural experiences throughout our lives (Mezirow, 2000) so we will inherently make better informed professional decisions by increasing self-awareness (Wong-Wylie, 2010).  
Reflective practice enables the discovery of who and what we are, why we act as we do and how we can be more effective through “spirited enquiry, constructive developmental change, personal and professional integrity based on deep understandings” (Bolton, 2014). Reflection is the act of developing insight into events through critical assessment and proposes that individuals can change their meaning perspectives by reflecting on their beliefs, assumptions, and perspectives (Mezirow, 1991). Our values and beliefs are also shaped by cultural shared stories (Taylor, 2006). Reflexivity is even more focussed, in-depth reflection which critically challenges values, theories, culture, and assumptions. It is a process of critical reflection that changes itself (Hibbert, Coupland & MacIntosh, 2010) It is the ability to recognise our own influence and the influence of our social and cultural contexts (Fook, 1999) and looks at power, culture, and context in understanding our positionality and that of other people (Lay & McGuire, 2008, 2010). 
The importance of reflective practice in counselling is highlighted in the necessity of competent and ethical counselling practice (Wong-Wylie, 2010). Being aware of our own values and beliefs before we set out and act in the world (Carer and Gradin, 2001) will prevent using our values and assumptions to make judgements about the normalcy of clients’ situations (Collins and Arthur, 2010) therefore therapists with higher reflective functioning capabilities have significantly better client outcomes (Cologan et al., 2017; Baldwin and Imel, 2013).
There are many professional bodies advocating professional codes of practice for counsellors to ensure that we act ethically: British Association of Counselling Practice, (BACP Ethical Framework, 2018) National Counselling Society (NCS Code of Ethical Practice, 2021) and UK Counsel for Psychotherapy (UKCP Code of Ethics and Professional Practice, 2019).
I will aim to address how my own values and beliefs have been shaped in respect of two key areas relating to my own values and the ethical codes of practice:
1. Self-care
2. Promoting equality
These have formed the basis of recent reflection which I have aimed to critically reflect upon to admit to my own shadow (Guggenbuhl, 1991; Guggenbuhl-Craig, 2009) allowing me to challenge assumptions of my everyday practice and critically evaluate my responses to situations (Finlay, 2008) to utilise my pathology (Sedgwick, 1994) and be more effective.
I will aim to put these isolated problems through systemic inquiry to explore patterns and themes to review my practice referred to as ‘transformative learning’ (Simon du Plock, 2004). I plan to reflect upon cultural, personal, and theoretical influences and ‘try on’ new perspectives to critically reassessing myself, my ideas, values, and assumptions” (Bager-Charleson, 2010)
Self-Care
One of my core values is based on self-care. Professional self-care can be defined as utilising skills to maintain “personal, familial, and spiritual needs while attending to the needs of their clients (Newell & Gradell, 2014). Self-care is identified in literature as having many domains: physical, psychological, emotional, spiritual, and professional (Saakvitine & Pearlman, 1996; Bush, 2015) 
The United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy (UKCP) states: “We want to see mental and emotional wellness fully realised as a human right” (2019). Professional self-care is also listed in the BACP stating we ‘will maintain our own physical and psychological health, to be sufficiently resilient and resourceful’ (BACP, 2018, no.18 and 91b) and ‘take responsibility for our own wellbeing by keeping a healthy balance between our work and other aspects of life’ (BACP, 2018, 91d).
As a single parent, I am aware that my children rely on me and that I need to be physically and emotionally well for them to have a happy and healthy start in life. Children learn to regulate uncomfortable feelings through internalising parents’ communication, how they comfort, support, and manage their own distress (Mikulince et l. 2003). I am therefore aware I need to prioritise by own self-care without feeling guilty for being overly self-indulgent by putting my needs first.
When clinical practitioners consider self-care, they may consider visiting a spa, getting a massage, or spending time with friends yet these are not sufficient to prevent burn-out, compassion fatigue and secondary stress inherent in the challenges faced by social work practitioners (Maslach & Jackson, 1986; Salloum, Kondrat, Johnco & Olson, 2016). Counsellors also are at an elevated risk of burnout due to stressors:  the intensity of concentration; the continuous output of energy; dealing with issues that are intense, painful, and sometimes irresolvable; the expectations of the role often being out of proportion to what is achievable; limited organisational support; feelings of being isolated; having expectations placed upon them as well as having feelings of inadequacy and self-doubt (Potter, 1987). 
Personal development planning and reflective practice requires a sophisticated pedagogy and the provision of a theoretical framework that helps the learner to make sense of and learn from that experience (Dyke 2006). To critically reflect on my own self-care practice, I will be using the DEAL model (Describe, Examine, Articulate Learning), a practical how-to model for reflective practice (Ash & Clayton, 2004) which provides a structured approach and includes critical thinking skills (Glassburn, Lay & McGuire, 2019) to dig more deeply into my values, culture, and assumptions. 
Step 1: Describe (An overview using a factual description)
I have found it incredibly difficult to manage my self-care over the past few years. At times, I have felt overwhelmed with the number of responsibilities on me as a single parent: to nurture my children, emotionally, physically, and developmentally; to earn a living around organising childcare; to maintain a house and garden; to attend to the needs of wider family members and friends; having to expend time and energy to ensure my children have a relationship with their father and find the time as an activist and advocate to deal with issues of inequality. These tasks, whilst juggling the need for time alone and navigating work on an insecure zero-hours contract is often overwhelming especially my profession and agency teacher, I am exploited and underpaid. My overriding need for justice has meant that the anger I feel over poor payment and the resulting inability to support my children without relying on benefits has caused personal stress which means it is not easy to switch off from the constant demands placed upon me. 
Many months ago, I started a journal to manage self-care practices which lead to more feelings of control: healthy diet, adequate sleep, creating mindful art, meditation, regular yoga practice, swimming, talking to a friend and time outside in nature, yet these practices are the first to fall away when the sheer number of responsibilities take priority over my self-care. Whilst I recognise the need for self-care, I often feel guilt when I over-indulge in my own desires or needs, when there are so many other important matters at hand. This leads to spiralling where the result is burnout, knowing I have no choice but to spend time nurturing myself as a reactive measure rather than proactively adhering to my plans for self-care.
How many times do I have to go through the cycle of realising I need to prioritise self-care for me to maintain a pre-emptive regular practice to prevent burnout? Illeris (2014) identified that we do not always reflect and learn, and that behaviour can be repeated. Illeris also questions the external influences that lead to transformative reflection. Multiple loops are needed to critically reflect as in 'double-loop' learning. (Schön and Argyris, 1974) which leads to step 2 of the DEAL model for reflection (Ash & Clayton, 2004) where I will consider wider influences.
Step 2: Examine (Ask questions to identify and explore theories, models, perspectives.)
One simple model of reflection is from Borton (1970) asking three questions: What? So What? Now what? The DEAL model seeks to examine more deeply to aid critical evaluations using micro, mezzo, and macro assessments with attention paid to issues of diversity, biases and inequality factors, and underlying issues of power and oppression. I will be using Micro, Mezzo and Macro lenses suggested by Glassburn, Lay and McGuire (2019) to examine my self-care.
David et al. (2013) say that answers put a stop to enquiry, but more pertinent questions take us deeper therefore what influences are acting upon my self-care practices? 
Micro (personal perspective):  From an early age, my parents expected me to be successful, have a career and becoming a Deputy Head early in my teaching career, I met and exceeding these expectations leading to feelings of pride. However, when my relationship ended with my girls’ father, the expectations upon me drastically shifted. My priority became caring for my children, partly due to systemic influences (my own mother was a stay-at-home mum) and partly due to the lack of support from the paternal family who expected for me to leave my career. I always wanted to work to set a good example to my children by having a profession, but in recent years I have had to work more that I would like leading to feelings of being powerless, over-worked and tired from the resulting juggling with demands of motherhood. The wider family still expected me to be the primary carer, as well as supporting my family financially. My past experiences have shown me to be successful and resilient, so thought I could have it all. My assumptions led me to believe that I should do it all. 
Mezzo (groups and organisations): What I did not expect is that teaching via agency would lead me to earning so little, even when working full-time, I did not earn enough to support my family without resorting to claiming benefits where 63% of my income was being deducted, off-set against the benefits. I was driving myself into the ground working to support my family but not much better off financially, leading to feelings of anger and injustice from the time spent away from my children for little financial reward. Many teaching agencies refused to furlough their staff when schools closed due to Covid-19, leading to further financial stress and uncertainly. When Directors of agencies were making millions, why did teachers working for agencies get paid so little and treated so badly? This injustice fuelled my desire to becoming an activist, an unpaid role which became increasingly demanding and often prevents me from practising self-care.
Macro (laws, governance, funding, activist groups, social policy): There is “significant and growing literature on, and understanding of, the wider social and organisational aspects of reflective practice (Tompson, 2016a) and in my case, societal and cultural expectations added more pressure on me as single parent. I decided to work part-time occasionally to juggle the demands as single parent but have been harassed by the benefits sector due to not working as much as I used to work.
In addition, laws placed upon me to isolate due to the pandemic, led to further responsibility with no access to systemic support and the expectation to handle life’s stressors alone, at the time juggling demanding full-time work from home as well as home-schooling two young children, whilst managing my own self-care. If theories of learning must deal with person-centred interactions, environmental differences must be expressed in a form commensurate with individual differences (Fry, 1974) and the expectations placed on me by society were untenable. 
In a UKCP podcast, (2020) Sarah Niblock (UKCP CEO) talked with UKCP psychotherapist Dwight Turner to address the issue of cultural inequality:  
...the research that's come out now about mental health, and lockdown, and even the easing of lockdown did not impact positively on certain groups... They are women, particularly women, caring for children... We've fallen back into some very old stereotypical roles in the home. You've got working women who are still then charged with looking after the kids. Given that the fathers at home as well, it's a very odd thing to happen.

Bassot (2020) suggests that risk, support, feedback, and being ready for change are needed to build resilience. Is it any wonder that when support is removed, and risk is exceptionally high given the global pandemic and having change forced upon us, why as a single mother, felt less resilient and able to cope with societal demands given the isolation and additional demands of working from home? I was guilty of playing into the cultural assumptions and expectations that I should do it all without struggling and being unable to ask for help. My self-care invariably suffered detriment whilst trying to meet unreasonable societal demands. 
 Step 3: Articulate Learning (What is learned and how it will apply to future practice.)
In teaching, Taylor (1997) mentions the difficulty in maintaining time for reflection in a crowded timetable. I have often considered taking time for myself to reflect deeply as a ‘luxury I can’t afford’ as I have less time to stop and think deeply yet “a key underlying principle of reflective practice is that the busier we are, the more reflective we need to be” (Thompson and Thomson, 2016). We are expected to do more with less in today’s climate of economic expediency, time constraints, client loads, limited supervision may all serve to contribute to stress which can lead to burnout, compassion fatigue and even secondary post-traumatic stress. (Glassburn, Lay & McGuire, 2019). 
I have identified barriers and obstacles to completing reflective activities based on individual, systemic, social and cultural expectations. Ferguson (2018) recognises that there are barriers to reflective practice given time-constraints and painful feelings they may generate. My own are feelings of frustration are due to my girls are growing up in which unreasonable demands are placed on women which make it difficult to take adequate time to prioritise self-care. 
However, we know that reflection can be done on the spot, reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983) and I have learned that I should be allowing myself short pauses and mindful moments when expectations are overwhelming to reflect on things as they happen to make better progress towards my goals. Practitioners “must engage in professional self-care through an intentional commitment to a regular practice of self-reflection" (Glassburn, Lay & McGuire, 2019) to prevent burnout.
Clutterback (2001) states: 
“Deep thinking time happens on the journey to and from work, in the bath, or shower, taking exercise, doing the ironing, lying awake at night, or in other parts of their ‘free’ time adding that we become “dysfunctional” if our minds do not carry out the essential task of analysing, structuring, organising, and storing.”
Fink-Samnick (2007) suggested that there were six strategies that can be employed to support self-care. 1. Speak to colleagues / look for support; 2. Do not make rash decisions – give time to pause and reflect; 3. Have fun without guilt; 4. Take time out – holiday and breaks; 5. Treat yourself to revitalise; 6. Use strength and frustration to support profession. 
Reflexivity in my own self-care has led to identifying action strategies to address the underlying social causes of my challenges. Therefore, there is an inevitable trade-off between my own self-care and tackling the societal causes of my struggles as a single mother. If I want the world to place more reasonable expectations on my daughters, I must expend some time and energy campaigning for change whilst balancing my need for self-care. 
This learning matters because my children learn from me, and I want to model how self-care should be prioritised. Considering this learning, I will set accessible goals and dedicate a regular day each week to regular self-care and reflective practice. I will also continue to use my frustration to support and challenge the inequalities created by our society and culture which I realise has been a detrimental factor in my self-care. This leads me on to reflecting upon another area of ethical practice with which my values align.
Equality 
Prejudicial treatment of people based on age, sex or race can have a profound impact on mental wellbeing. Even though laws have been put in place to prevent discrimination, it still presents many challenges. Sarah Niblock talks Dwight Turner discuss this in a podcast ‘How does discrimination affect mental health?’ for UKCP (2020) and remind us that COVID-19 and lockdown affected the LGBTQ community's mental health to a greater extent than the national average therefore discrimination and inequalities have a far greater impact, and we are not even aware of a lot of the time.
The NCS Code of ethical conduct (2021) states that we must demonstrate a fully developed, professional awareness of diversity issues; and specifically, not permit considerations of religion, nationality, gender, sexual orientation, marital status, age, disability, politics, or social standing to adversely influence client treatment. The BACP Ethical Framework (p.15, 22a-h and 23; 2018) states we must respect our clients, endeavour to demonstrate equality, value diversity and ensure inclusion; avoid unfairly discriminating;  work with issues of identity in open-minded ways that respect autonomy; recognise when our knowledge of key aspects of our client’s background, identity or lifestyle is inadequate and take steps to inform ourselves from other sources where available, rather than expecting the client to teach us. Since I am not a member of the LGBTQ plus community, I must therefore ask questions to be open to potential blind spots and biases (Bager-Charleson, 2010). 
Counsellors should increase their understanding of their subjective realms (Kramer, 2000). Reflection with reflexivity has the potential to disrupt oppressive discourses and actions (Lay & McGuire, 2010) to obtain insight, self-awareness, direction, and competence (Fook, 2015).
Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle builds on Kolb’s (1984) cycle by the suggesting a more detailed process for reflection by exploring and analysing feelings. There are five stages: describing, feelings, evaluation, conclusion, and actions.
1. Description: I felt uncomfortable when a colleague complained openly about two male dancers on Strictly Come Dancing opening the show when there was already a gay couple featuring on the show. Whilst I disagreed and said I enjoyed the performance; I did not feel prepared to tackle the prejudice I identified. As a parent, I have always promoted equality and LGBTQ+ rights in discussions with my children. However, when discussing an issue of my third bedroom, I told my gay friend that I would have to keep it as a bedroom in case my girls both brought their boyfriends home, rather than partners. He called me out on it immediately as we discussed how I am so careful when discussing issues with my children but that I clearly have learned bias by voicing archaic cultural norms. This led me to apologise and delve more deeply into my comment as well as considering my inaction when identifying discriminatory attitudes.
2. Feelings:  Whilst I am an advocate of LGBTQ+ rights, I did not feel competent to challenge my colleague's views of disliking too many same-sex couples dancing on primetime television. In addition, felt upset with myself that I had let slip the term ‘boyfriends’ leading to feelings that my espoused theories were different to my theory in use – actions governed by habitual patterns and used unwittingly; therefore, reflection and reflexivity needed to take place to be the compass for navigating the map reliably and challenge my actions (Argyris and Schön, 1974).
3. Evaluation: To reflect on my theories in use, I realised I needed to learn from my critical friend about LGBTQ+ rights which allowed me to recognise what is brought to each intersection in the dialogue (Ashcraft, 2009). Where my knowledge is lacking, that I need to consult literature or discuss the situation with others who can be colleagues, family, or friends (Mann et al., 2009). The result was my friend understanding my slip of using the term ‘boyfriends’ and an admission that even LGBTQ+ people make cultural and learned slips which do not align with their values. In addition, he explained that he was moved to tears when viewing the opening dance of Strictly witnessing members of his community finally being more adequately represented. He recounted the negative feelings of isolation he had as a child, knowing he was gay but not seeing any role models and how he wished her had visible role models. He told me that the LGBTQ+ community ‘need to see it to be it.’ This conversation resulted in me approaching the colleague and explaining what more representation meant to members of the LGBTQ+ community and addressed the discriminatory attitude politely whilst allowing my colleague to view the issue from a different viewpoint.
4. Conclusions: I am content that I took the necessary steps to address my own bias and politely address what I felt was a discriminatory attitude to two male dancers. Relying on a critical friend who could inform me about the views of the LGBTQ+ community allowed me to understand more fully the need to be represented and in addition allowed me to voice that to colleagues that disregarded the need for the community to be represented. Systematically challenging stereotyping is one way suggested by Amoroso, Lloyd and Hoobler (2010) to reinforce inclusion.
5. Actions: I have learned that whilst supporting the right of LGBTQ+, I am often unable to fully comprehend the discrimination and bias others face. In future, I plan to educate myself on issues which I as a single, white heterosexual female, I cannot understand. Further research, a blog by Chloe Foster (2001) for National Counselling Society, highlighted the need for asking, not presuming a person’s pronouns and I have now begun displaying my pronouns when attending online meetings.
“As practitioners, we can never know all that we might like to know, nor can we attain all the skills required to effectively intervene with all client populations or all types of problems". (Corey, Corey, & Callanan, 2007) We work and learn in the ‘swampy lowlands’ where not knowing and accepting uncertainty are part of the artistry (Schön, 1987) where we learn through trial and error from mistakes and their consequences. 
The National Counselling Society states that we should remain aware of our own limitations and wherever appropriate, be prepared to refer a client to another practitioner or medical adviser who might be expected to offer suitable treatment (NCS, code of ethical conduct, 2001). My values have led me to learn from my uncertainty in dealing with prejudice, to better in form myself should instances arise in the future. Doubt and uncertainty are essential element of effective reflection (Dewey, 1933a). We must connect with our practitioner selves (Brookfield, 2017), accept uncertainty, and look for direction without knowing where we need to go, begin to act without knowing how, using reflection and reflexivity to guide our future actions.
Conclusion
Argyris and Schön's work over the past twenty years has been concerned with examining conscious and unconscious reasoning processes (Dick & Dalmau, 1990) to consider how congruent theories-in-use are with espoused values and theories (Argyris and Schön, 1974). My reflective practice has facilitated identification, examination and modification of theories-in-use that shape my behaviour (Osterman ad Kottkamp, 2004) with a spirit of discovery rather than defensively (Schön, 1987).
I have recognised that my reflective practice has been enhanced though exploration with critical friends and colleagues allowing me to reflect more deeply. Dehler (2009) suggests that a single course cannot be expected to magically transform students into critical beings. However, collective learning does bring power and identity dynamics and the consideration of class, race, gender, sexual orientation and able-bodiedness  (Ashcroft, 2009) from which we can learn. 
When we are overworked, tired, Calvert, Crowe & Grenyer (2016) and Carroll (2010) suggest that reflections should ideally be dialogic and many studies show how effective supervision helps reduce stress (MorBarak, Nissly & Levin, 2001) reduces turnover and compassion fatigue (Merriam, 2015) yet supervision and dialogic influences are not always available. 
Knowles and Telfer (2009) state that reflection is an active learning process and that we must participate and invest time in reflection to benefit, requiring highly developed skills of analysis, evaluation and time set aside to complete it comprehensively (Holt and Stean, 2001) and suggest journal-writing along with reflective conversations. These empower individuals to implement change, become more self-aware (Ghaye & Ghaye ,1998) and develop practice-based knowledge (Cropley et al., 2010). Research has also aided me to theorise practice by drawing on our professional knowledge base to become better equipped to respond to challenges involved (Thompson, 2017).
Argyris (1980) suggests that effectiveness results from developing congruence between Theory-in-use and Espoused theory, yet this does not address where two values are not congruent to each other. My struggle to prioritise my self-care is due to time spent actively opposing issues of inequality. My theories in use, congruent to promoting equality therefore disrupt my ability to prioritise self-care since each is often dependent on external factors which come from systemic and cultural influences which priorities will shift. Fink-Samnick (2007) suggested we should use strength and frustration to support my profession. However, by using this frustration I use the available time I have for self-care leading to inner conflict and questioning my purpose in life (Hollis, 2005).
[bookmark: _Int_kRa0UTkz] I am developing a heightened sense of personal responsibility to tackle injustice with a developing organized hierarchy of values and aims (Dabrowski & Piechowski, 1977) The ability to engage with inner conflict, ambiguity and uncertainty defines stage 6 of Kitchner’s (1986) model of reflective judgment as individuals attain greater emotional intelligence as they increase awareness and coping skills. They achieve balance in the psychological functions, reconcile their destiny, universal compassion, and self-sacrifice (Hollis, 2005; Pascal, 1992).
As an educated privileged woman, I feel obliged to pay attention to my particular use of power not as ‘power over’ but ‘power to’ and ‘power for’ changing the system (Hibbert, 2012) by considering the historical and social assumptions and theory that challenge dominant ideology power and hegemony (Brookfield, 2005). As a woman in a world where we are still striving for equality, I need to know which of my many selves I use and how to act ethically (Simon, 2014). This means balancing my need for self-care, being a mother, with promoting equality and tacking injustice thus using a hierarchy of values which need prioritising at various times. 

[bookmark: _Int_zIirtstO]I aim to maintain reflexive perspectives that consider human ‘connectedness,’ considering the social an environmental impact (Cairns & Sliwa, 2009; Hedberg, 2009; Schwandt, 2005) to rekindle sociological imagination (Duarte, 2009) whilst balancing my need for self-care. This will inform thoughtful, responsible, and ethical practice (Cunliffe, 2004; Cunliffe & Jun, 2005) in the future.
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