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A critical reflective commentary on your practice with mental health advocacy skills: linking theory to practice. 
The purpose of this assignment is to provide a critical reflective commentary of my practices within my mental health advocacy skills. This will be considered by reflecting on my own personal experiences, emotions and feelings and by linking both theory to practice.
From as early as the 1930’s, reflection was discussed as a unique way of human thinking, this was initially identified by Dewey (1933) who spoke about reflection, moving people away from the historical thought process to reflective thinking experiences. 
By understanding the value of an experience, it helps us write about what happened and is easier to give a more detailed description of those experiences.
To do this I have considered the Gibbs reflective cycle. The cycle provides a theoretical model used in reflection to help a person critically evaluate an experience. We often don’t appreciate or fully understand the value of an experience, therefore by adopting this cycle, it allows us to critically analyse a situation and further helps us understand what happened and the value of the experience (Gibbs, 1988).
Reflecting on the model offered by Gibbs, this assignment will further provide a descriptive overview of what happened during the recordings and the emotions I had prior to and after the task. 
I will also reflect on these recordings and discuss the different skills which I had developed since the beginning of year one at University and how I applied these skills to the assigned task. Similarly, I will also outline how I was able to use my basic counselling skills such as empathy, unconditional positive regard and congruence, alongside my advocacy skills.
For this task, I prepared two different advocacy skills recordings. I prepared a case scenario, for one of my university colleagues to act out as the client. Within this scenario, my client took on the role of a young university student who unintentionally spent majority of her financial allowance within a couple of weeks of starting university resulting in the client incurring financial difficulties. 
Because of these financial difficulties it became apparent that my client had started to become depressed and lonely. Within the first recording, I mainly listened to my client and documented any important which enabled me to undertake further research and help determine a factual overview of the presenting issue. 
My client had expressed many concerns that were bothering her, the main ones being the personal loan she had taken out from Wonga, being late in paying her landlords rent and isolating herself from friends and family because she was in trouble with her lecturers for her late submissions.
Together, we worked on how we could overcome her concerns, maintain a positive mindset and ensure her health and well-being remained a priority. I informed my client not to worry as each concern could be addressed albeit any such future concerns would be better dealt with when they arise. 
I explained to my client that I was not familiar with loan companies and would therefore need to do some research into their terms and conditions. Following the research, I was able to establish that depending on the period of the loan, repayments can be made on an interest free basis. I also explained about the small print. However, my client would need a steady income to address this problem. 
During the recording session I brought the information I had researched which could be used in support of my client. This was to avoid any more stress and anxiety she was feeling.  I was then able to work with my client in helping her put into perspective the issues that had been causing her all this unnecessary distress. 
As money was an issue for my client, I worked with her to create a Curriculum Vitae.  I reassured her that there were many jobs available, including vacancies within the university which maybe more suited to her lifestyle. Together, we addressed each one of her concerns through effective dialogue.
Prior to these recordings I was anxious as I had previously struggled talking in front of the camera, this put me in a negative mindset. Undertaking this assignment made me feel uncomfortable as I had created the scenario that was being presented and felt under pressure from being recorded.
From my anxiety and the subsequent stress, I experienced, I felt that I couldn’t fully focus on the task which impacted the flow of the recordings. This was made worse as I was also behind on my skills this term and struggled to take on the role of an advocate. I started researching more on advocacy and practicing these skills at home in order to prepare for these recordings.
In addition, difficulties also arose as I had many changes in partners for the recordings which caused me stress. I also felt anxious as many of my class mates were able to complete their first recordings weeks before I had even practiced my skills.
My preferences have been for assignments and course work as I am able to undertake the work on my own as opposed to knowing there was a 10-minute timed assessment of my advocacy skills. On the occasions that I said something irrelevant I would have to stop and start again. 
Once I had completed the first recording, I was shocked at how less stressful I had found it. I compared this assignment to last year’s counselling skills, and found advocacy skills a lot easier to understand. This could be because the counselling skills I had learnt from last year had stayed with me and therefore helped me better understand what was required. 
I felt more at ease knowing I was able to accomplish these recordings and proud of myself as I had previously lost sleep and had become stressed over worrying about something that wasn’t fully in my control. I knew these recordings had to be done but kept putting them off due to my anxiety, once completed it made me realise that every skill I gain will help me further in life and will always stay with me.
My thoughts and feelings prior to the recording and after were completely different. Once I had completed the recordings I felt happy and proud that I managed to accomplish these recordings in a short period of time and remembered what I had to do.
I found it difficult to do the dual role of an advocate and counsellor as you use similar skills in both, but certain aspects of each role are different. I found it difficult on occasions to distinguish the difference between these two skill sets.
Whilst comparing the literature I had researched I established that there were two types of reflection which as asserted by Schon (1983), reflection on action and reflection in action. The reflection I used in this case was Schon’s first theory relating to reflection on action. This was used as I was aware of the facts of the case prior to the recordings. 
For me, my reflective practice was a hugely helpful process for my self-development that enabled me to self-appraise my individual performance and amend and improve any future practices (Hobbs, 2007).
To practice these skills, prior to the recordings I would watch you tube videos as they provided an interesting insight into other advocates practices. 
Helpful also was the class’ skills seminars which each of us would be in a triad group. Within these groups somebody would take on the role of an advocate and act out a scenario in which the advocate must display all the skills learnt. 
An advocate uses many skills, some of these skills include being assertive, passionate, empathic and congruent. When learning about advocacy I initially researched Carl Rogers (1942) and the core conditions, which I then tried to apply to my recordings. 
I learnt a lot from each recording and If I were to do this task again I would do some things differently. By analysing the recordings, I noticed I displayed some good basic counselling skills, however in some aspects of it I made some irrelevant points and didn’t use all the skills of an advocate which I had initially researched through Carl Rogers (1942).
By analysing the first recording further, I could see that I was able to maintain a positive calm attitude and displayed good eye contact with my client. I realised however, that I kept on moving my hands and would sometimes look around the room, which may have come across as if I wasn’t engaging with my client albeit, I was trying to remember all the important facts without becoming stressed. I was also very aware of my own voice and kept looking at the time.
I felt within this recording I was letting my client know that I was present in the room and wanted to help her. I showed empathy as I really got to understand my client and was very intrigued to what she had to say. 
I told my client not to worry, this was to make the situation less stressful and to hopefully make her feel more relaxed. I explained that together we would be able to sort out her concerns and that she was in the right place.
I explained to my client what an advocate was and that my goal was to support her and speak on her behalf if needed. I also explained about confidentiality before we discussed the concerns she had. 
I noticed when watching the first recording that the positioning of the camera was very similar to the setting of a counselling session. However, I should have spent more time preparing the room for the session as having a table between us as seen on the camera may be considered to be acting as a barrier between the client and I.
On reflection, if the setting was more suited to an advocacy session my client would have felt more at ease and would have been able to expand more on her emotions. I also would have been more relaxed and been able to demonstrate the full range of skills.
I noticed when watching this recording that I hadn’t gathered all the appropriate information and therefore it was limited on some of the important areas. As I had previously undertaken a considerable amount of research on loan companies, become focused on sorting out my client’s issue with her housing officer and talking to her lecturers, I didn’t invest enough time in researching other area such as when I tried explaining to my client about the form she had to fill out regarding her late submissions. I noticed I told my client that she would need just a few signatures, however I found out that she would have needed to give valid reasons for her late assignments. 
I feel I was very understanding of my client and had her best intentions at heart. However, I felt within this recording I was frequently repeating myself and my body language at times may have come across as intimidating. 
When my client was talking about her university money going into her bank she explained that she was confused as they put it in early rather than later. I replied, and “you need to manage your money better”, I feel like this was a judgemental comment.
I kept repeating, “what I can do ?”.  I felt that the client would have been more interested within the session if I changed the way I worded certain sentences.
I feel like I picked up on majority of the important points such as confidentiality and when my client said she was getting depressed I explained to her that I would talk to the mental health team in the university to avoid her anymore distress.
In the second recording session it was evident that I felt anxious and nervous. I was struggling to maintain good eye contact with my client at the beginning as I was trying to remember the important facts I had researched.
As the recording went on, I felt a lot more relaxed and my eye contact improved. I explained to my client that if they didn’t deal with their concerns at an early stage the they would build up and they would become more stressed. 
When observing the recording, it was noticeable that within the room there were a few barriers between the client and I. The positioning of the camera wasn’t really where it should have been and you could see a part of the table as with the first recording. The positioning of my client and I were right opposite each other when I should have set the chairs up to be on a bit of an angle as sitting opposite each other can represent more of an interview setting and therefore less relaxed.
As the recording goes on, I didn’t realise until I watched the recording that I kept on playing with my nose ring and looking around the room which again implies a lack of interest.
I compared my recordings to the literature which I had researched, and it was the appropriate way to interview. Neil Bateman (2000) is an author I researched prior to my recordings and he examines the function of advocacy, and speaks on how to interview properly. Within this book he provides the correct structure for advocacy and what skills an advocate uses when interviewing.
There are many different skills required for being an advocate. Interviewing is an important skill and is used in many different situations by a variety of professions. In ‘advocacy skills for health and social care professions’ (2000), Bateman listed six different interviewing techniques including listening, questioning, understanding non-verbal aspects recording, cultural sensitivity and feeding back.
Within my recordings I was able to demonstrate some of these skills and tried to follow these interview techniques. I asked a few questions to my client took notes and recorded names, however I fared better listening than questioning. In the future I will have to work on my questioning technique and using relevant questions.
I feel like within my recordings I did feedback some of the information and by doing this I became more engaged in the conversation.  I preferred advocacy to counselling as it’s more relaxed and the setting doesn’t feel forced. I also feel that advocacy is easier to adopt and throughout the recordings I was aware of the situation my client was in and had a sensitive attitude towards her.
It’s evident in my recordings that I felt a lot of anxiety, the role I took on required me to be more forthright. If I were to undertake this task again I would need to read more literature as it would then inform my practice and give me a better understanding of the theoretical perspectives offered by academics within the subject area.
An area I would also need to develop on would be my time management and making sure I take my time in recording as I feel it’s better to have a variety of different recordings to choose from. I also think by doing this and watching different recordings will further help with my learning and understanding as you would realise your mistakes and prevent them from reoccurring.
I felt within these recordings I was able to display the three core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard by trying to understand how the young person was feeling; displaying warm and genuine skills and ensuring that she was able to explore her difficulties in a non-judgemental setting.
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Comment on the achievement of the task:
This essay I found quite difficult, I found it hard to link theory to practice and I knew what I needed to reflect but within the essay I struggled to word it properly. This is the first reflective essay I have written and had to look through it many times and change things, however I did enjoy writing it.
Areas in which you have performed well:
I feel I covered majority of the points I wanted to, I’m happy with my introduction as it sets the topic for the essay. I found it difficult to find authors, but I managed to include a few and a few references.
Areas that would benefit from development/improvement:
In future essays I will need to manage my time a lot better and allow enough time to continuously check through my essay and keep observing and reflecting. I could of spent more time on this essay and watched the recordings a few times, I did struggle to reflect and observe myself as the more I watched it the more I came across mistakes that I made.
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