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Using your chosen recording of a recent triad session, critically reflect on your use of the foundation skills of counselling.

In this essay, I am going to critically reflect on my use of foundation counselling skills by analysing a recording of a counselling skills session with another student. Within this assignment, I am going to start by critically reflect on my ability to start a counselling session, to draw up a verbal contract with a client and to create an appropriate environment for a counselling session.  In addition, I am going to critically reflect on my verbal communication skills which includes paraphrasing, reflection, summarising and my non-verbal communication skills such as my body language. I will also critically reflect on my use of minimal encourages, use of questions, and my ability to close a counselling session.  For this assignment, I am going to refer to the student in my recording as the client. 

Firstly, I began the session by discussing a contract with the client which is important as it enables the client to feel that the content of sessions is a mutual agreement (Dykes et al., 2014). I effectively informed the client that the session was not completely confidential by informing the client that the session was being recorded, a lecturer may be present to observe the session or may look back at the recording of the session. I believe that I effectively asked open questions at the end of the contracting to give the client the opportunity to share her views about the contract and to ask any questions. It is also important that I informed the client that the session would be 25 to 30 minutes long. Dykes et al (2014) suggests that it is important to set a time at the start, otherwise the client may view overrun or sessions that are cut short as unhelpful and disruptive therefore it could impact on the client and therapist is relationship.  To sum, I believe that I effectively verbally shared the contract with the client by explaining confidentiality and how long the session would be before asking an open question to gain the clients views on the contract. 

Nevertheless, I should have informed the client that the recording would be saved on my laptop as part of my counselling skills course.  On reflection, I believe that I should have explored risk management and sharing information further whilst contracting with the client. I feel this because if the client had made a disclosure stating that she was at risk of harm or shared any child protection concerns, I would have a duty to report suspected abuse under the Social Services and Wellbeing Act 2014. Jenkins and Palmer (2012) described that it can be conflicting for therapists to balance creating a secure space for clients to share personal experiences involving risk, with having to report issues such as child protection issues as this could impact on the trust within the therapist and client’s relationship. Consequently, I believe in future that it would be important for me to share information about my duty to report abuse and child protection concerns during contracting with clients. I feel that I should have also asked the client how she felt about the session being conducted virtually via Microsoft Teams. This would have enabled me to be able to find an alternative method of meeting with the client if she disagreed with the counselling session being conducted virtually. 

I began the session by asking an open question which was effective as it enabled the client to share what she wanted to discuss during the session. Whilst analysing the video, I recognised that I did not appear to be focused on the start of the session as I did not always maintain eye contract, for example I sometimes looked down. I feel that this gave the impression that my mind was focused elsewhere and that I was not fully engaged in the conversation (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). On reflection, I do believe that I was not fully focused at the start of the session due to time constraints, work pressures and childcare issues and I recognise that this is reflected at the start of the recording. In addition, I feel that engaging with a client online contributed to my lack of focus and fidgeting for example by ensuring that my earphones were in my ears. Consequently, I recognise that it is important to ensure that I am fully engaged with clients by ensuing that I have enough time (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I also noticed that at one stage during the session that my phone rings therefore I look at my phone. I recognise that this is inappropriate, and the client may have felt that she was not being listened to. In the future, I would therefore ensure that I do not have my phone in the same room when I undertake sessions with clients and that my phone is on silent. Consequently, I also recognise that it is important for me to ensure that I have the appropriate environmental space and to minimise the risk of external factors interrupting sessions to ensure that I can be fully engaged with clients (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). In addition, this has enabled me to recognise the importance recognising how my own circumstances for example being tired or under pressure can impact on my ability to be able to support clients (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). This has made me think about the importance of gaining clients feedback about sessions (Stewart and Sutton, 2017). 

On one hand, I believe that I used effective verbal communication skills for example phrases like “it sounds like” and “can you explain more” (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I feel that these were effective phrases to use to encourage the client to think about her thoughts and feelings (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I feel that I used paraphrasing and summarising effectively within the recording as I reflected on what the client was saying. This evidences my listening and understanding skills but also it supported the client to be able to think about her thoughts (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015 and Stewart and Sutton, 2017). In addition, using summarising supported the client to be able to move on to what she wanted to share next (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I believe that I used effective communication skills such as suitable phrases and paraphrasing which displays empathy towards the client (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I also believe that I was able to effectively reflect feelings back to the client within the recording which gave the client the opportunity to reflect on her feelings (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I feel that I effectively used verbal communication skills such as paraphrasing, summarising which enabled the client to decide what area of the discussion she wanted to focus on. To sum, I believe that I used effective verbal communication skills during the session which enabled me to develop a relationship with the client (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).

On the other hand, I noticed that I used inaccuracy once when paraphrasing, for example I described the client as working as a “bank social worker” instead of a “bank health care worker”. This could suggest that I was not listening to what the client was saying. I believe that my summaries were also long sentences therefore on reflection, I believe that it would be important for me to develop my ability to summarise in future by offering a short reflection on what the client had said. I believe that this would be important for me to develop as I did at times feel that I was worrying and thinking about how I would summarise the information. Consequently, I felt that this sometimes impacted on my concentration and listening skills which made it more difficult for me to summarise effectively. Nevertheless, I need to have further recognition that it is only key points of what the client has said that I need to summarise back to the client (Geldard et al., 2015). 

I noticed that I cut across the client at one stage during the session as she appeared to want to speak but also, I was going to speak. On reflection, although I recognise that this was unintentional, I do not believe that I should have continued speaking as the client wanted to say something therefore, I should have given the client the opportunity to speak. By reviewing the recording, I have recognised that in the future that I should allow the client to speak if we both start to speak at the same time. The client repeatedly used metaphors during the session as a way of describing how she was feeling. I therefore reflected the metaphors back to the client as a way of paraphrasing what she said to ensure that I understood it and for the client to think about her thoughts and feelings (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). In addition, I believe that the use of metaphors enabled me to prompt the client to explain her thoughts and feelings. 

Overall, I used effective non-verbal communication within the recording, as I maintained eye contact and had appropriate facial expressions and body posture throughout most of the session. Nevertheless, I do feel that I looked nervous when I spoke and recognise that I repeatedly said “um” when speaking, but I do feel that this is due to the nervousness as the session was being recorded. I also recognise that I do not always maintain eye contact throughout the session and that my eyes sometimes wondered to different places. Therefore, this was ineffective as the client may have felt that she was not being listened to and that I had a lack of interest in what she was saying (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). Consequently, reviewing the recording has made me identify the importance of maintaining eye contact with clients throughout sessions.  

I believe that I displayed an excellent use of minimal encourages, for example by nodding and using words such as “right” which displayed to the client that I was listening to what she was saying (The Open University, Undated). My use of minimal encourages was appropriate as I encouraged the client to continue speaking without having to stop the conversation (Dykes et al., 2014). I did not use silence within the recording which was negative as I believe that the use of silence would have enabled me to slow the pace of the discussion (Dykes et al., 2014). I feel silence would have also enabled me the opportunity to think about my thoughts to be able to effectively reflect on the discussion, especially as at times I felt that I was struggling to remember what the client said as she was going into more detail about different issues (Dykes et al., 2014).  In the future, I would ensure that I use silence as it is important to be able to slow the pace of discussions especially if the client continuously talks throughout the session and presents different issues (Dykes et al., 2014). 

I did not use self-disclosure as a technique to build a relationship and to normalise the client’s feelings during the session. On reflection, I believe that commenting on my own experiences could have been effective as it would have supported me to build a relationship with the client. On reflection, I have reviewed Culley and Bond’s guide to self-disclosure therefore I believe that an infrequent self-disclosure would have been appropriate and empathetic to the client’s experiences (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). Consequently, I feel that the use of infrequent and appropriate self-disclosures would be important for me to develop in my future practice as I believe that it is an effective method to build a relationship with a client and to normalise the client’s thoughts and feelings (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015).  Nevertheless, I believe that self-disclosures need to be empathetic and that it is important that therapists do not share too much information about themselves as the session could quickly lose the focus of being person centred (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). 

I believe that I was very mindful about asking a question during the session as I did not want to lead the conversation by asking too many unnecessary questions (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). On reflection, I feel that my use of questions was appropriate during the session as I asked open questions during the session. The use of open questions enabled the client to further explore her thoughts and feelings to be able to communicate these verbally. I believe that the use of open-ended questions enabled the client to talk about what she wanted to share. Nevertheless, I did find it difficult to ask questions without leading the discussion as I felt that I needed to think about whether the question was appropriate before asking the question. In addition, I did ask the client whether she had “thought about applying for a job,” which on reflection I feel was inappropriate as it led the conversation instead of the client leading the discussion. Moreover, the question was in relation to the discussion therefore the question could be considered as appropriate as it was within context of what was being discussed. I also believe that I used effective use of sporadic questions which gave the client the opportunity to see the situation from a different point of view and in a positive manner (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). 

I feel that I was non-judgemental throughout the session and allowed the client to talk about her thoughts and feelings without giving my advice or opinion. This is important as clients need to have appropriate space where they do not feel judged (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). In addition, I believe that I enabled the client to explore the impact of her Mother’s opinion of telling her that she had “wasted three years in university”. I also believe that I used appropriate summarising as a method of understanding the client’s perspective and to support her to consider a different viewpoint (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I believe that I effectively encouraged the client to consider a different viewpoint by encouraging her to recognise her past achievements and what had led to her viewing her past achievements negatively (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). Consequently, I believe that I displayed non-judgmental attitude throughout the session, and I did not give the client any advice but enabled the client to explore her thought and feelings about her current circumstances (Nelson-Jones, 2013). Nevertheless, I did feel that I wanted to comfort and give the client my advice at times to support the client to solve her issues. I do however recognise that this would have been unhelpful as it was important for the client to explore her issues herself as she is the expert in her own life (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). However, I do believe that I positively challenged the client’s views by challenging her negative thoughts (Stewart and Sutton, 2017). Although, I feel that it may have been more appropriate for me to challenge the client after I had developed a relationship with her, as challenging the client whilst trying to build a relationship with her could have impact on our relationship (Stewart and Sutton, 2017). 

Having reviewed the recording, I appropriately closed the session by summarising the issues presented to me during the session. I thought this was effective to reflect on the client’s feelings, thoughts, content and meaning (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). Nevertheless, I do believe that the client would have continued sharing her feelings about her lack of self-belief when I started summarising, therefore on reflection it has made me question whether I abruptly finished the session. However, I recognised that we had agreed the session would be between 25 to 30 minutes at the start of the session therefore I feel it was important to begin bringing the session to a closure at that stage for me to have the opportunity to summarise and to give the client the opportunity to share any additional information. I recognise that abruptly finishing the session could have impacted on the client’s trust, therefore I felt it was important for me to have the opportunity and time to summarise and to close the session (Stewart and Sutton, 2017). In future, I feel that an effective method of managing this would be to inform the client that we have five minutes left for the client to have the opportunity to share any pressing issues before the end of the session (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). I feel that it was effective that I asked the client whether I had missed anything about the session when summarising the session as it gave the client the opportunity to inform me of anything important that I had missed when summarising. I also believe that it was important that we planned for when we would have our next session at the end of the session. 

To conclude, in this assignment I have critically reflected on my ability to start a counselling session, create a verbal contract with a client, create an appropriate environment for a counselling session, my communication skills which included verbal and non-verbal skills, minimal encourages, use of questioning, ability to be non-judgmental and to close a counselling session. To sum, I feel that I can effectively verbally communicate with clients through using appropriate phrases, paraphrasing, and summarising. These are all effective communication skills which displays that I am actively listening and understand what clients are saying. I also believe that I effectively use minimal encourages which shows clients that I am actively listening. Reflection has enabled me to identify that I am non-judgemental, and I am able to challenge client’s negative views to support clients to see themselves from a different perspective. Nevertheless, critically reflecting on the recording has enabled me to recognise that I need to develop my use of silences, self-disclosures and confidence when verbally communicating with clients for example when summarising. I also need to ensure that I create a suitable environment for counselling sessions and to recognise how external factors within my life can impact on my ability to support others. 

References 
Dykes, F., Kopp, B., Postings, T., and Crouch, A. (2014) Counselling Skills and Studies. London : Sage. 
Geldard, K., Geldard, D. and Yin Foo, R. (2015) Counselling Adolescents: The Proactive Approach for Young People.4th eds. London : Sage Publications

Jenkins, P. and Palmer, J. (2012) ‘At risk of harm? An exploratory survey of school counsellors in the UK, their perceptions of confidentiality, information sharing and risk management’, British Journal of Guidance and Counselling, 40 (5), pp. 545-559. Available at: https://web-a-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=ae1bd866-064d-4591-a4a3-5bef07679078%40sdc-v-sessmgr02 (Accessed 18/04/2021). 

Midwinter, R. and Dickson, J. (2015) Embedding Counselling and Communication Skills. Hove : Routledge. 

Nelson-Jones, R. (2013) Introduction to Counselling Skills. 4th edn. London : Sage Publications. 

Stewart, W. and Sutton, J. (2017) Learning to Counsel. 4th edn. London : Robinson. 
The Open University. (Undated) 2 Minimal encouragers in conversations. Available at: https://www.open.edu/openlearn/ocw/mod/oucontent/view.php?id=72244&section=2 (Accessed 18/04/2021). 

