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Reflective practice is an important component of professional development within counselling and psychotherapy, enabling practitioners to deepen self‑awareness, assess their actions, and integrate experience and learning into future work (Bager-Charelson, 2020). This essay is a critical reflection on my experience and journey as a yoga teacher, drawing on Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle, a widely adopted model in health, education, and counselling professions (Bulman et al., 2013), to explore my transition from teaching yoga in local community settings to opening my own yoga studio and developing a growing student base. This transition represents a meaningful event in my life that has shaped my professional identity, personal awareness, and relational capacities. These are skills that are essential to counselling practice.
Gibbs’ model consists of six stages: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan, which together offer a comprehensive structure for examining lived experience (McLeod, 2025). Its cyclical nature supports ongoing learning rather than a one‑off reflection, making it especially suited to experiences that evolve over time, such as developing a teaching practice or navigating changing relational dynamics within a community. Within counselling and psychotherapy training, the model is valued for its focus on emotional awareness, critical thinking, and the integration of theory with practice (Counselling Tutor, n.d.). These qualities correspond closely with the aims of this module, which emphasises reflexivity, relational depth, and the capacity to understand yourself within professional roles.
One of the strengths of Gibbs’ model is its clear inclusion of feelings as a stage of reflection. This is especially relevant to both counselling and yoga teaching, where embodied and emotional awareness, and relational presence are critical. The model also supports balanced evaluation by encouraging consideration of both positive and challenging aspects of an experience, which can prevent overly self‑critical or overly idealised interpretations of situations (University of Cumbria, n.d). However, the model can feel rigid or overly linear, potentially limiting deeper reflexivity if followed too strictly (Open University, n.d.). For practitioners who work in more complex environments, such as counselling or community‑based yoga teaching, reflective processes may be more fluid, intuitive, or relational than the model suggests. Regardless, its clarity and accessibility make it a strong foundation for structured academic reflection.
I have chosen Gibbs’ model because it offers a clear structure for reflecting on and organising the emotional, relational, and practical dimensions of my learning experience. My transition from teaching small local classes to opening a dedicated studio involved navigating shifting boundaries, increased responsibility, and a more complex but deeper relationship with students. These dynamics represent many of the personal challenges encountered in counselling contexts, including managing expectations, holding professional boundaries, and improving ethical relationships. By applying Gibbs’ model, I will critically examine how this experience has helped grow my self‑awareness, relational style, and developing professional identity.
The specific event I will reflect upon is the period surrounding the opening of my yoga studio. In particular, the shift in my relationship with students as my role moved from community teacher to studio owner. This journey of transition highlighted the importance of awareness around power dynamics, vulnerability, leadership, and the emotional work essential to holding space for others. Through Gibbs’ reflective cycle, I will explore how this experience has improved my personal and professional growth, and how it continues to influence my growing identity as a training counsellor.
Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle
Description
The learning experience I have chosen to examine focusses on the period in which I transitioned from teaching small community‑based yoga classes to opening my own yoga studio. This journey represented an important professional and personal milestone, but it also introduced new relational, emotional, and organisational challenges. Prior to opening the studio, my classes were held in local halls and community spaces, attracting small groups of students who often knew me personally or through mutual or social media connections. The relationships felt informal and based around shared community identity. However, when I opened the studio, the scale and structure of my teaching changed vastly. Class sizes increased, new students joined who had no previous relationship with me, and my role expanded beyond teaching to include leadership, administration, marketing, and the emotional labour of holding a dedicated space for students.
This transition brought about several challenges. Students began to look to me not only as a teacher but as a studio owner, leader, and anchor of support. Expectations around availability, communication, and emotional presence increased and I noticed subtle shifts in boundaries. Students seeked more personal guidance, asked for advice beyond yoga, and were more vulnerable with expressing strong emotional responses to the space and to me as a facilitator. These dynamics shone a light on the complexity of relational roles in community‑based wellbeing settings, resembling themes common in counselling practice such as transference, containment, and boundary negotiation (BACP, 2018). The experience therefore provided a strong opportunity for reflective analysis.
Feelings
My emotional experience during this journey was extremely varied. At the start, I felt excitement, pride, and a sense of achievement around the transition. Opening a studio was the achievement of a dream which took years of training, planning, and community building. However, these feelings were accompanied by anxiety, self‑doubt, and a increased sense of responsibility. I became much more aware of the expectations placed upon me, both real and perceived, and felt immense pressure to meet the needs of a growing and more diverse student base.
I also experienced uncertainty around the changing relational dynamics. I valued the trust students placed in me and felt honoured to hold space for their wellbeing, but I also felt uncertain about how to navigate the changing power dynamics. As the studio owner, I held more authority than before, and I worried about unintentionally influencing student decisions or creating imbalances or dependency. My concerns related closely to counselling frameworks, highlighting the ethical importance of maintaining clear boundaries and avoiding dual relationships (Bond, 2015). I also noticed more moments of emotional fatigue than before, particularly when students seeked support that extended beyond my skills of yoga teaching. This increased emotional labour is common in helping professions and can contribute to burnout if not managed effectively (Kinman et al., 2021).
Reflecting on these feelings using Gibbs’ model allowed me to acknowledge the emotional complexity of the experience rather than just minimising or rationalising my experience. The model’s focus on feelings supported deeper emotional awareness, which is essential for both counselling and embodied teaching practices (Finlay, 2021).
Evaluation
There were many positive aspects of this experience. Opening the studio allowed me to create a safe, trauma‑informed space that aligned with my values and teaching philosophy. Students described feeling safe, supported, and connected, and the studio quickly became a beautiful community hub. I developed new skills in leadership, communication, and boundary‑setting, and I gained confidence in my own ability to hold space for larger groups. The experience also deepened my understanding of relational dynamics, embodiment, and the emotional dimensions of teaching, supporting my development as a training counsellor.
However, the experience also had its challenges. The fast growth of the student base meant that I had limited time to get used to my expanded role, alongside a day job and studying a degree. I regularly felt overwhelmed by the emotional needs of students, particularly when they disclosed personal difficulties or seeked guidance beyond my professional skills. This highlighted the risk of role confusion, a common issue in wellbeing professions where relational closeness can blur boundaries (Norcross et al., 2018). I also struggled with my own internal pressure to meet everyone’s needs and expectations, contributing to emotional strain and many moments of self‑criticism.
Another challenge was recognising the change in power dynamics as my role shifted. As the studio owner, I held authority over the space, the schedule, and the community culture. I found that students often put me on a pedestal or projected expectations onto me, which often felt uncomfortable. These dynamics are similar to those found in therapeutic relationships, where power imbalances must be acknowledged and managed ethically (Proctor, 2017). This experience highlighted the importance of understanding how my actions, presence, and communication influence others.
Analysis
Understanding this experience requires incorporating theory from counselling, embodiment, and reflective practices. Gibbs’ model supports a structured exploration of the relational, emotional, and contextual factors that shaped my journey. One important theme that shows up is the concept of role transition. Professional transitions often involve shifts in identity, expectations, and relational boundaries, which can create both growth and uncertainty (Nicholls, 2020). My transition from community teacher to studio owner required me to adjust my professional identity and develop new skills in leadership and boundary setting.
Relational depth is a concept from counselling describing moments of profound connection characterised by authenticity, presence, and mutual engagement (Mearns & Cooper, 2018). In the studio, I often experienced relational depth with students, particularly during emotionally charged classes, such as hip opening practices where emotions can be released, or moments of shared vulnerability after classes. These experiences were meaningful, but they also required careful boundary management to avoid over‑involvement or emotional exhaustion. This reflects the counselling principle that relational depth must be balanced with professional boundaries to maintain ethical practice (Cooper et al., 2011).
My experience also corresponds with theories of embodied relationality, which emphasise the role of the body in communication, attunement, and emotional regulation (Fuchs, 2017). As a yoga teacher, my embodied presence, such as breath, posture, tone of voice, and movement, played an important role in shaping the relationships and atmosphere in the studio. I was conscious that students often mirrored my emotional state, stressing the importance of self‑regulation and embodied awareness. This matches counselling practice, where the therapist’s embodied presence influences the therapeutic relationship (Geller et al., 2014).
My experience especially highlighted the importance of boundary‑setting, a core skill in counselling. Boundaries protect both the practitioner and the client, support autonomy, and maintain ethical clarity (BACP, 2018). In the studio, I sometimes hesitated to set boundaries in fear of disappointing my students, which led to anxiety and emotional strain. Reflecting on this through Gibbs’ model helped me recognise my need for clearer communication with students, stronger boundaries, and better self‑compassion.
Conclusion
Through this reflective process, I have gained a deeper understanding of the emotional, relational, and ethical elements of my transition to owning a studio. I have learned that professional growth involves navigating a lot of uncertainty, refining identity, and developing new relational skills. I also recognised the importance of creating clear boundaries, recognising power dynamics, and developing self‑awareness. These realisations are directly related to my counselling practice, where relational attunement, ethical clarity, and reflexivity are essential (Mearns et al., 2018).
I also learned that my discomfort around power dynamics and emotional expectations was not a sign of weakness but a natural response to a huge role transition. By focussing on structured reflection, I was able to reframe these challenges as opportunities for learning and growth. The experience showed me the value of using reflective practice as a tool for integrating my experience with theory, improving self‑awareness, and supporting my professional development.
Action Plan
If I was to go through a similar journey again, I would approach it with greater intention, clearer boundaries, and a more structured framework for reflection. One of the most important changes would involve establishing clear boundaries from the beginning, making sure that students understand the capacity of my role and the limits on support I can offer. Communicating these boundaries early would help prevent role confusion and reduce the emotional pressure I experienced during the early days of owning the studio. I would also incorporate a more consistent reflective practice, using structured models such as Gibbs’ cycle to keep track of my emotional responses, relational patterns, and challenges. Regular reflection would allow me to see signs of emotional strain earlier and respond proactively rather than reactively.
Another important element of my future approach would involve seeking business coaching or mentorship from experienced practitioners in counselling. If I could afford this financially, it would provide me a space to explore relational dynamics, boundary issues, and emotional labour, supporting both my own wellbeing and my professional development. I would also develop clearer sign posting for students who require support beyond the skills of my yoga teaching capabilities. Establishing connections with local mental health professionals or wellbeing services would allow me to signpost students appropriately, ensuring they receive the right support for them while staying in my own lane with the skills that I have.
I would also prioritise my own self‑care and wellbeing practices. I have recognised that my own emotional state influences the atmosphere of the studio. I would integrate grounding, restorative, and reflective practices into my routine, and make more time for my own yoga and meditation practices to maintain balance and resilience within my role. This commitment to self‑care would not only support my wellbeing but also strengthen my capacity to hold space ethically and sustainably without emotional burnout. 
Finally, I would continue to engage in professional development related to trauma‑informed practice, relational dynamics, and ethical leadership. Expanding my knowledge in these areas would strengthen my confidence in navigating complex relational situations and deepen my understanding of how to create safe, inclusive, and ethical spaces for my students.
These steps form a structured action plan for navigating future experiences with more clarity, confidence, and ethical awareness. They reflect my increasing understanding of the relational and emotional challenges within both yoga teaching and counselling and demonstrate my commitment to using Gibbs’ reflective cycle in my journey of professional development.
Looking back at this reflective process, what stands out most is how much the transition from teaching small community classes to opening my own studio asked of me both personally and professionally. Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle helped me reflect enough to really sit with the challenges of that experience rather than just skim over it. The model gave me a structured way to organise what felt like an entanglement of emotions, responsibilities, and shifting relationships, showing the value of structured reflection within counselling training (Bulman et al., 2013).
It became clearer through this reflection just how much relational work was happening beneath the surface of my teaching. As the studio grew, so did the expectations placed on me, and I found myself navigating subtle power dynamics and emotional demands that I hadn’t expected. Counselling theory helped me make sense of this, particularly the emphasis on relational attunement, ethical clarity, and reflexivity (Mearns et al., 2018). Realising that these challenges were not personal weaknesses but natural parts of shifting into a more complex role was extremely validating.
I also became more aware of how my embodied presence shaped the space I held for students. The way I entered the room, the steadiness of my own breath, even my tone of voice all o influenced how safe and supported my students felt. I was surprised but inspired by what therapeutic presence research describes about the body’s role in co‑regulation and connection (Geller et al., 2014).
The action plan that I created using Gibbs’ reflective cycle feels less like a list of tasks and more like a commitment to myself. Creating clearer boundaries, regular supervision and coaching, intentional self‑care, and a willingness to keep learning are not just professional necessities, but practices that support me in becoming the kind of counsellor and human I want to be.
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