
Critically reflect on your own values and beliefs and consider how they may be at odds with the professional code of counselling practice. (e.g., the B.A.C.P. ethical framework.)

In considering the potential tension that exists in my developing self-awareness towards becoming a counsellor and associated practice I will draw on the related literature/theory and consider the characteristics that are needed to be self-reflective. Ivey, Ivey, & Zalaquett, (2018) identify that counselling is part art and science. Furr and Carroll, (2003) note that reflection is important for effective and competent practice. My skills that are developing through the process of contracting, active listening, applying the models of practice have at times challenged me. This self-reflective process serves to increase my self-awareness, and this is reflected in the literature, (Wong-Wylie, 2010). Krammer, (2000) likens the experience to an evolution of the counsellor in possessing self-awareness as a keystone skill of a counsellor. I agree with the proposed role presented by Wong-Wylie, (2010) in which reflective practice and counsellors self-awareness leads to capable and effective practice. This dualism in the role of counsellor will be explored as I reflect on my own values and beliefs that are ingrained in my psyche and therefore will be ever present in the developing role of a counsellor.
Without acknowledging these innate traits in my role, it will be difficult to be self-reflective, as Schon, (2017) identified that reflection is part of the creative role of the learner and that reflection needed to move from the classroom into contextual rich practice. Miles, (2011) noted that reflection involves observation and analytical skills focussed inward, analysis of my actions for review and critique. Smears, (2009) develops this idea suggesting that the reflective process enables individuals to regain control over their personal world, increasing self-confidence towards a point at which optimal counselling between me and my client can develop. Reflective practice is an active progression of examining personal experience. However, there is a note of caution in this approach. Cologon Schweitzer, Kind and Nolte, (2017) identified that high reflective counsellors had significantly improved outcomes for clients versus counsellors with lower reflective practice. This research also identified that improved self-awareness improved the therapeutic relationship. Nevertheless, counter to this study, self-awareness is a multifactorial concept and is hard to quantify and measure therefore its relationship between client outcomes is not evaluated to good effect. (Bennet-Levy et al 2013, Pieterse et al 2013) Krammer, (2000) identifies self-knowledge enabled through the reflective process in the counsellor and client relationship can accelerate therapy. Joireman et al, (2002) identified a link between self-reflection and the ability to empathise. It seems the primary aim of reflective practice is a personal voyage summarised by Wong-Wylie, (2006) as my own experiential knowledge harvested from reflection -on action to reflection in action practiced modifying and change and then re-modify in a reflective process. I need to know myself, my values, beliefs, biases, and cultural experiences to ensure that I am ethically, competent, do not misuse power or trust and use reflection as a tool. As Meier and Davies, (1997) identify my personality and behaviour are pivotal in the counsellor/client relationship and it is important that my self-awareness and understating of procedures and methods are developed enough to be effective in this role.  Hanna and Ottens, (1995) identify that the practice of reflection is essential in identity mediocre counsellors from exemplary ones.
Schon, (1983,1987) identifies the reflective practioner as someone who, “reflects on the phenomena before him and on the prior understandings which have been implicit in his behaviour.” (Schon, 1983 pg. 69.) This is a very difficult skill to develop, one which I feel needs to be practiced in that interaction between client and counsellor. It is the duality of the situation counsellors face the now and the before in that 50-minute session. Schon notable outlined two styles of reflection termed reflection in action and reflection on action. One is instant and, in that moment, reflecting in an instant. Reflection on action is after the event and away from the client. Reflection in action seeks to promote change in that moment, it is intense. Reflection on action seeks to initiate change in future practice. In my current experience on the course to date, reflection in action requires intense mental concentration, moments of confusion and checking of my values/belief. Reflection on action to date has, also created confusion and doubt about doing the right thing. Did I conduct the session to the best outcome for the client? Wong-Wylie (2007) termed this dilemma reflection on self in/on action. This concept is based on relevant personal experiences that influences my personal schema of counselling. For example, my worldview, cultural background, religion, and life experiences will be brought into the relationship with the client and revealed through this reflection. Wong-Wylie, (2010) refers to this reflective activity as one in which counsellors can identify how their personal experiences have influence at a professional level. B.A.C.P. identify this reflective activity as crucial in maintain the ethical integrity of the therapeutic relationship in which the practioner can refer to and draw on to protect clients from a counsellor’s personal schema. Mezirow (2000) noted that a counsellor beliefs and thinking are formed from social/cultural experiences. In my experience to date it is a tension not to influence the client based on my socio-cultural influences and my innate drive to solve problems and offer solutions. The lens of my experience must be focussed on reflecting on each interaction informing the decisions I make in that relationship. I would offer that reflective practice is an intersection of three domains that are exemplified by Eby, (2000) skills model which illustrates the concept of reflective practice.
Figure 1 Eby, (2000) model of the concept of reflective practice.
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The appeal of this model for me is that by acknowledging emotional states about the experience, then drawing on theory and practice I know I can test what I am currently using in the practice sessions and how then direct change towards different productive methodologies. In the next section the characteristics of being emotionally and cognitive for effective self-reflection will be explored. In my view these characteristics have been fundamental in my development as a counsellor. The trio of characteristics termed mature cognitive development, capacity for reflective distance and heightened emotional intelligence and each will be discussed briefly. Mature cognitive development is identified in the literature, (Mezirow, 1991, Merriam, 2004.) as a point at which self-reflection skills are improved as they can move from concrete to abstract forms of thinking. In essence you can explore other views as your understanding is constructed in the client/counsellor relationship.
Reflective distance is problematical in that the counsellor will avoid challenging difficult thinking. This obviates the primary concept of critical self-reflection through which problems are acknowledged and new meaning constructed, essentially reflection on action. Heightened emotional intelligence was the most demanding aspect of the sessions experienced to date. Identification, assessment and managing my own emotions is difficult when actively listening to a client without seeming to be detached or aloof. I also found that the narrative of these sessions could reveal real dissonance with me experiences. I am not a judgemental person and my faith has taught me to forgive. Regulation of my emotional state when listening to the client is an essential part of this developing character as a counsellor. In my role as a Headteacher I must listen very carefully to a range of issues without emotionally, I regard myself as emotionally regulated and therefore able to self-reflect well.
Reflecting on practice is the essence of developing self-awareness. (Furr & Caroll,2003; Peterson et al., 2006) Mc Cullen, (2001) identified that reflective practice promotes positive change and builds resiliency and endurance for the counsellor in their developing role with the clients.
Hobbs, (2007) identified reflective practice, done well, was transformational on practice. However, there are cultural considerations and ethical standards that are necessary to prevent this process becoming an add on or ritualised. 
As a Headteacher and teacher I am working within the EWC professional code of conduct which explicitly states how my behaviour and actions need to be consider and ethically informed. There are leadership standards which make this expectation at the forefront of my ways of working. 
The B.A.C.P. Ethical decision making within the counselling profession overlaps in areas of my work. For example, in the revised Professional Standards for all practioners in Wales, 2019 in the first four key principles it states that, “to enable practitioners to reflect on their practice, individually and collectively, against nationally agreed standards of effective practice and affirm and celebrate their successes.” Further exemplified by, “support practitioners to identify areas for further professional development.” The irony of these principles is there is no agreed methodology for us to be self-reflective in our practice. This leads to a range of interpretation of what self-reflection is and its purpose. For me self-reflection is a difficult thinking exercise in which my role and decision making must be referenced to and against the B.A.C.P. guidelines. 
For example, B.A.C.P. refer to counselling in the school context. Crespi, (2009) identified the complexity of group counselling of students, gaining ethical consent and the potential for sensitive information being shared. This raises the issue of boundaries in the client/counsellor relationship. It is a critical that in my role as a headteacher / counsellor boundary are clearly articulated and established through the contracting dialogue. Norcross and Guy, (2007) note that maintenance of therapeutic boundaries is important to provide the separation from the professional role (as a Headteacher) and the confidential role of a counsellor. This boundary creates the therapeutic environment where the notion of predictability for both parties involved is established.  Pope and Kieth-Speigel , (2008), introduce two important concepts in boundary crossing. Their view is that boundary crossing can strengthen the client/counsellor relationship and be part of an agreed plan. They also note that crossing this boundary can be harmful and in fact severe the relationships completely. Gutheil and Brodsky, (2011) argue that a “boundary is the edge of appropriate behaviour at a given moment…governed by the therapeutic context and contract.” Proctor (2014) identifies boundaries as “the limits of the therapy relationship.” Conceptually there are differing views to the term boundary. Bond, (2015) terms boundary as, “the line between acceptable and unacceptable relationships.” Sharkar, (2004), “the distinction between professional and personal identity.” Boundaries and ethics and my behaviour are inexorably linked without them being understood through the self-reflection process the potential for harm to a client is increased. In the B.A.C.P. Ethical Framework is noted as the most common question. Boundaries can vary in type too. It is important to explore the four common boundary types briefly to demonstrate to illustrate how they can protect the client from imposed beliefs or assumptions made by the counsellor.
Structural boundaries are can be described as the rules or mechanics of the counselling session i.e., the contract which is drawn up in agreement with the client and counsellor including fees, time, confidentiality. It sets the expectations of the interaction. Confidentiality is a structural boundary in the sense that it protects the information shared by the client. Bond, (2015) defines this an informed consent and identifies this as the issue that counsellors find problematic both legally and ethically.
Interpersonal boundaries are a term that Zur, (2010) suggest existing between the client and counsellor, differing from structural boundaries that are around this relationship e.g., the contract. Any counselling relationship must be authentic and genuine. Realistically, alternative training, personality, experience, and decision-making ability will have influence. Mcleod, (2013) states that, “potentially the metaphor of an interpersonal boundary provides practioners with a powerful conceptual tool with which the nature of the therapeutic relationship with a client can be examined.” This boundary was one in the practice sessions created the most confusion. I am honest and open, and it was important to remember that the client might not share those values or feel the need to offer these values. 
This conflict is termed in the literature by Davies, (2007) an intrapersonal boundary and is based on the trio of the ego, id, and superego and by acknowledging the potential conflict the relationship can be fruitful and productive. Mearns and Thorne, (2013) note the person-centred counselling should be driven to equalise the relationships as the precedence where the client is empowered to find their own solutions. Mearns and Thorne, (2013) argue that, “boundaries are established to facilitate these outcomes.” In my experience to date this is facilitated through the contract and consultation on needs. Sule, (2007) contends that there is a reflective space between client and counsellor that is shared. This means that change can happen as part of the therapeutic process. Reeves, (2015, p5) simplifies this challenge by stating, “the task for therapists…is to enable sufficient space…to allow for risk.” This aspect was very difficult in my initial exposure to counselling. I had no real idea of how to respond too or react to some of the revelations in these practice sessions. The contracting process is critical in providing control ensuring that the counsellor and client are not overawed in that shared space.

Gutheil and Gabbard, (1993) suggest context is an important consideration and we should view boundaries as “flexible standards of good practice rather than lists of generically forbidden behaviour.” Personally, this position is a useful reflection in that it brought some reassurance to me in that I was not creating ethical violations in the practice sessions. In other words, it brought predictability to my developing conversations as a counsellor. In my role as a headteacher, consideration must be made to the safeguarding of the client particularly if the client presents as at risk. I am duty bound to report risk/harmful behaviours. Moyer et al, (2012) speculates if risk taking behaviours are noted in the school day/environment then it is ethical to break confidentiality in the interest of the client. B.A.C.P. provide links to good practice legal guidance in terms of safeguarding to be used if this dilemma arises. During my practice sessions the discussions with my practice client did not raise this ethical problem.
Norcross and Guy, (2007) argue that there is a danger if what is termed, “emotional exhaustion,” in which the counsellor adopts the responsibility for their client issues and feels obliged to rescue or save. This is something I must be very aware of primarily because my role involves a great deal of solution focussed thinking. Lawson and Foster, (2005) reiterate the boundary as being the strategy to use to prevent, “blurring of these boundaries…can make professional practice…challenging.” 
During my experiences to date one issue that exemplified this weakness in me is termed self-disclosure. There are vital in self checking I am making complex decisions in the moment when faced with the dilemma of confidentiality and potentially conflictual relationships. These guidelines are based on literature review and allow for some interpretation, which fits with existing moral and ethical values. Consoli, Kim, and Meyer, (2008) raise the important issue of dissonance when a counsellor with robust beliefs and values regrading issues like abortion, euthanasia or right to die occur in conflict with the counsellor and the B.A.C.P. ethical framework. At the forefront of any actions is the prime responsibility of a counsellor is the wellbeing of the client without imposition of my own values and beliefs. This requires discipline and safeguards the potential abuse of power in the relationship. The value ethics dilemma is one that I am cognisant of, but to date the course has not provided enough exposure to these real issues however they need to be acknowledged.
These guidelines also the importance of the contract at the beginning of the counsellor/client relationship and the implicit rule of confidentiality. Boyd-Franklin and Bry, (2000) note that this privilege is flexible and not absolute, as Koocher, (2003) stated there, “practical limits to confidentiality.” Kocet & Herlihy, (2014) identify that an ethical dilemma can occur when conflicts between a counsellor’s personal values and values of the profession. Kilmann (1981) and Horley (2012) defined values as a set of evaluative dimensions that offer stability during interpersonal exchanges with clients. I find this aspect of my personal development quite difficult. I have not really reflected on my values, except that I value fairness and honesty highly. If I knew a client was not being truthful then the mantra of meeting our clients’ needs is more important than my own would have to be engaged with. There are risks inherent in this approach. For example, Kocet & Herlihy, (2014) noted that if an individual behaves, in a way such that it is counter to their values, feelings of guilt, offence, are often created. Emotions based on the violation of personally held core values are triggered and therefore decision-making strategies are influenced often to the disadvantage of the counsellor/client relationship. In my current experience I did not experience this dilemma with my practice client, however I would expect at some juncture to have to draw on the B.A.C.P. (2015) guidelines to maintain my competency. 
I would expect if I experienced this type of conflict between my personal values and the client’s values to ground myself in the ethical guidance which identifies the core conditions of the therapeutic process, empathy, congruence, and unconditional positive regard. Jung, (1987) suggests acceptance of the principle of both/and rather than either/or in the counsellor role in which the personal values/beliefs are not lost but accepted in tandem with the counsellor’s prime directive to follow ethical guidance. This approach will create tension, Kidder, (2005) terms this moral courage in facing this tension.
Ethical counsellors should be cognisant of inherent values they have, whilst placing the client’s wellbeing in the person-centred approach establishing values-based goals as the core of the counselling relationship. This is a difficult tension when you’re in that conversation, not bringing your values or bias to the principle of person-centred approach whose success is based on the quality of this relationship. Individuals should trust their own judgement and lead a life with their own values, rather than with the values of others. In the literature this tension is identified as an interaction in which a socially skilled counsellor would be termed responsive. Stiles, (2009,2013) defines the term as, “a continual adjustment of responses based on the evolving nature of the interpersonal situation.” Responsiveness is knowing what to say and when being empathetic in that relationship.
I personally found this, a competence, that can only be developed over time and with experience. I regard myself as naturally curious and open to people. In my role as a headteacher this is highly developed based on fourteen years in role in many schools. It is an implicit, intuitive skill. However, in this new role as a counsellor there is a concentrated and thoughtful learning experience of which my own schema is new. In conversation with my practice client, I am not sure if I achieved benefit for the client because I am not skilled enough to be appropriately responsive. The nuance in the micro adjustment on the refection in action, in that moment of revelation by the client, involves perceptive judgement on the most therapeutic response. The interpersonal skills are known to have significant effects on outcomes for clients. Norcross & Lambert, (2014) have identified that goal consensus, positive regard and being genuine all support the complexity of the counsellor/client relationship.
One of the key features of my beliefs is that there is innate good in all. It has been tested many times in my life to date, but I do think that the notion of being kind and gentle with people is important. The parables of Jesus are my belief system and route map the way I want to live my life. Unfortunately, I come up against these tenants daily with many aggressive and angry people whose expectations are unfulfilled. There is a significantly different approach to these situations, which I know would not serve the in the counsellor/client relationship. Being kind and gentle with clients would serve me well in the conversations to come. Differences in beliefs are not an issue for me and there is specific guidance to draw on in the B.A.C.P framework.
There are several questions that is unanswered for me as a developing counsellor. In my role as a Headteacher we are constantly expected to demonstrate positive change in our schools from establishing a baseline from which we can measure and identify this change.
Being an appropriately responsive counsellor would assume that I had been trained. There may be limits to my innate ability to be appropriate responsiveness, and my own experiences before I started the training. Elkins, (2014) note this as there is a need for an assessment of appropriate responsiveness i.e., a baseline to work from. Frielander, (2015) offered supervision as an effective approach for modelling the expectations of appropriate responsiveness. Regardless of curricular or B.A.C.P. guides I might not have those innate interpersonal, facilitative skills to become a counsellor. This has been my constant doubt, how do I know I am getting better, improving and being appropriately responsive?
I acknowledge that the literature around values and beliefs in therapeutic counselling is broad and has depth. My skills as a counsellor are very early in their development and I find the responsibility and intellectual tensions demanding. The role is one that comes with the caveat that it is important to, “to know thyself.” I am not sure that I do, the course has opened that window to reflect on values and beliefs that I don’t often think about. This has been cathartic in that the application of new understanding in my role is starting to be fruitful. I have used the B.A.C.P. professional code in tandem with my Professional standards, especially in the last two years in the Pandemic, in my terms unreasonably reasonable. My journey to date has been an audit of self, my beliefs, demonstrating kindness and being gentle, some good has come out of this very emotional difficult time. I have read the B.A.C.P. Ethical framework and Good Practice code of practice, there is a familiarity and overlap with my own professional standards and expected ethical behaviour as a head teacher. I work in and with these frameworks and they serve as reference points in times of complexity. My practice to date as a counsellor has not brought me into conflict or doubt because I am learning the role. With more counselling hours it is clear from the literature identified in this essay that there are many potential pitfalls to acknowledge.
One aspect that resonates currently is burnout. My role in school seeks to look at performance including my own to seek areas for improving. Burnout identified as prolonged emotional strain of dealing with people to help them. The pandemic has seen all organisational guidelines change as the virus progressed, demands on staff have been exceptional, we have lost staff. The primary driver for attending this course was its opportunity to be my burnout prevention strategy. Focuhe & Martindale, (2011) identify that reflective practice prevents emotional strain and improves work-life balance. In other words, practice what you preach applies to me personally. It is my potential that will improve as a counsellor and Ghaye, (2000, p.7), “make sense of the uncertainty in our workplaces…the courage to work completely and ethically at the edge of order and chaos.” I am identifying those interpersonal qualities to walk my talk in the pursuit of the goal of the best outcome for the client in that therapeutic alliance, a developing journey.
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