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Critically reflect on your use of the foundational skills of counselling
The audio-visual referred to in this essay was part of the Practical: Counselling Skills Recording that took place on 28th November 2022 (Skills Group 2 – Recording 7)



 

Within this essay, I will critically reflect on my recent Practical: Counselling Skills Recording, using Gibbs’ Model of Reflection (1988). Using a reflective model will enable me to chronologically assess the strengths and weaknesses of the counselling skills displayed within the recording as well as make sense of it all. Likewise, I will be looking back at my journal entry, written the morning after the skills recording, and at the time of writing, felt like a post-mortem, so will be interesting to revisit. 
The ‘foundational skills’ used within a counselling profession form an integral part of person-centred therapy. Initiated by Carl Rogers in 1957, “the core of person-centred theory is the hypothesis of the actualising tendency. This is the drive within us all towards accepting ourselves as we are and the world as it is” Wilkins & Tolan (2012 p. 3). The additional core conditions of congruence, positive self-regard, and empathy cannot be underestimated in their influence and key terms such as active listening, silence, metaphor and attending, all form part of the micro-skills that make up the person-centred or humanistic approach to counselling. According to Palmer (2015, p. 6) “It is widely (although not universally) believed that the skills have to be identified, understood, learned and practised repeatedly if one is to be able to be a consistently good listener and effective helper”. 
At the time of writing this essay, my skills recording took place just over three weeks ago, so I feel enough time has passed for me to process the information and reflect with logic and clarity. The recording itself took place in a small, but comfortable room, with a fellow student who has been part of my triad during the ‘Counselling Skills’ course this past 10 weeks. The skills recording and counselling session was intended to be 30 minutes, give or take 10% -/+. 
The idea of being recorded, and filmed, on camera to capture my budding counselling skills (or lack of) initially filled me with fear and dread as there was nowhere to hide. The difference in recalling a memory via your minds-eye is worlds apart from scrutinizing and critiquing yourself on camera. When critically reflecting, our memories can distort and fill in the missing gaps, serving as a defence mechanism to protect us from confronting our deepest fears, shortcomings, or any undesirable behaviour. In real-time, a camera captures tone, nuance, body language, attitudes, and behaviour; all facets that play an integral part of development within the counselling fields. The very idea of being filmed to critique myself, added an extra layer of anxiety and complexity for several reasons; largely it was the notion of being judged for my actions, or lack of them, not just by my fellow peers or tutor, but by myself, who upon times is my harshest critic.
On the day of the skills recording, I felt in good spirits. I had booked annual leave from my day job to prepare for the recording itself and additionally, to hand in my ‘Reflective Practice’ essay as part of my Counselling Skills course. I arrived at my class 10 minutes early, yet everyone was already there plus a colleague was sat in my regular seat which unsettled me slightly. I had missed the previous weeks class due to a heavy cold and this meant that my normal ‘triad’ of three colleagues now consisted of four. We congregated in a small room, where it felt uncomfortably warm and a little claustrophobic. The four of us proceeded to unsuccessfully fiddle about with the handheld camera and I could sense the atmosphere and group dynamic beginning to change, particularly with one colleague who began to express their anxieties regarding the assessment. As a result, we all seemed to feed off the raw energy and became slightly raucous and unfocussed. Consequently, the four of us moved to a larger room where we got louder, sillier, and more anxious, which unnerved me. We began filming and one of my colleagues began ‘contracting’ which was in-depth, but intense; it made me panic that I hadn’t done enough prepping for the assessment. After a couple of failed recordings, I made the executive decision to split us into two groups of 2, as 4 of us in one room clearly wasn’t working. The new group dynamics had radically changed from that of our regular triad, and as a result, felt overwhelming and stressful on my part. I cannot speak for the group, but I can only assume they would have felt similar or thereabouts. 
I had also felt slightly overwhelmed with the idea of trying to convey every nuance used within the basic skills of counselling. I told myself to just be my natural self and not to force the session or to crowbar in such ideas as phenomenological noticing, Socratic questioning, or the use of metaphor. I volunteered to recording myself first as the student counsellor so I could get it done and out of the way after several false starts back in the other room. I’d memorised my contract by using an acronym and, looking back at my journal entry the following morning, I point out that the contract didn’t flow as well as I’d hoped. After the recording had finished, I felt flat and disappointed with myself; the drive home from Swansea to Merthyr was spent ruminating and dissecting my skills recording in a negative manner. 
Evaluating the situation now, after watching the skills recording back, I was pleasantly surprised at how much better it came across than what I felt it did on the night and the morning after ramblings contained within my journal reflection. This was my first attempt at being recorded for an assessment in a pressurised environment, and I feel the positives far outweigh the negatives. I tend to dislike hearing my own voice or seeing myself on camera, but my self-perception has somewhat shifted upon watching the recording back. I came across as calm, attentive and empathic, even though I felt like a duck on water; calm on the surface, whereas underneath my legs kicked wildly to stay afloat. 
At 0:07 of my skills recording, I introduced myself to the ‘client’ by being warm and friendly to set the tone and add to the safe space we now both occupied. Making people feel comfortable, and at ease, has always been important to me, as I know how it feels to be vulnerable and self-conscious, particularly in an emotionally challenging situation. Adopting the SOLER method as defined by Gerrard Egan, is best defined as a non-verbal listening process used in counselling to make the client feel comfortable, whilst hopefully building a connection. I wanted my contracting to appear succinct and natural, as there is a lot of information to convey back to the client at the start of a session. As important as it is to set out the contracting, I didn’t want to overwhelm the client with information overload from the offset. My contracting came in around 2+ minutes where I briefly covered confidentiality, safeguarding, time constraints, and sharing of the recording in alignment with GDPR regulations; likewise, I briefly mention the wearing of a mask in line with COVID-19 regulations. 
At 2:20, I ask the client an open question of whether there’s anything they’d like to talk about, and they respond by talking about personal worries and lack of sleep due to family concerns back in Nigeria. The client had just moved to the UK and goes on to talk in detail about the threat of terrorism and fundamentalism back in Nigeria and the frustrations caused by lack of governmental support. The client begins to open-up and talks uninterrupted for around 9+ minutes; what impresses me is how I don’t interrupt at all but listen actively using silence, minimal encouragers, and empathic responses such as a slight nod of approval or a simple yes. I remain calm, impartial and can see that we are both mirroring each-other in our posture with fingers intertwined. I believe I am showing good attending and rapport building skills. 
The client has presented me with an abundance of information all at once and at 11:18, I interject to clarify and reflect on what I deem to be the most the important and pressing issues the client has presented me with. I believe I do this in a clear and understanding manner. At 14:08 I felt that I interrupted the client to ask what I deem to be a genuine question, but upon viewing my reaction at 14:30, my eyes look disparagingly to the right. I feel at this point I am trying to consciously solve the client’s problem and deter them from sending money back to their family in Nigeria and that maybe it would be of more benefit to communicate with their family, to express how they are really feeling. As echoed by Mearns and Thorne (1998 p. 5) the person-centred approach “challenges each person to accept responsibility for his or her own life and to trust in the inner resources which are available to all those who are prepared to set out along the path of self-awareness and self-acceptance”.
At 15:23 I show that I am engaged in the conversation by attending and using minimal encouragers such as nodding, micro facial expressions, saying “yes” and all with hand gesticulations. From our previous triad sessions, I had also taken it on board not to say ‘okay’ repeatedly which can come across as patronising. I also believe that I am showing the core conditions of congruence, positive self-regard, and empathy. At 17:28 I am trying to aid the client by focusing and clarifying what I believe to be one of the main issues of the session, which is, a lack of clear communication between the client and his family members regarding their current position. This allows the client to explore their issues on a deeper level whilst trying to untangle the emotions and complexity involved; it appears that both parties are trying to protect all concerned due to the love and respect they have for each other. At 17:40 I feel as though I’m trying to ‘fix’ the situation by making suggestions to the client about phoning or Face-timing family members to which I feel he gets a little defensive; maybe I pointed out the obvious. 
 At 19:15, I’m asking open questions to try and gain an even deeper understanding of how the client views his current situation, in which he unfolds by explaining that he has different relationships with each of his siblings, making his position even more complex by its very nature. My client is also of Nigerian heritage so I needed to be aware of the differing values and beliefs within diverse cultures, and that my problem-solving tendencies could have made the situation worse by sending the session on a slightly backward spiral. At 20:58 I’m again showing unconditional positive regard to try and empower the client in letting him know he has showed strength of character in taking his first proactive steps by attending the session. 
At 22:06 I again offer encouragement but make it clear that I cannot directly tell the client what to do as that is not the sole aim of person-centred therapy. At 22:25 I can sense the client is tired by his yawning, so I make some observations and respectfully begin to wind the session down. At 22:49 I explain to the client that we have briefly another 5 minutes and is there anything more they’d like to add before I begin summarising to also emphasise boundaries and time constraints. At 23:10 I ask if there’s anything further to add and that we can look at booking in next weeks session if the client wishes so, again emphasising boundaries and time constraints. The client mentions they do not feel like talking about their situation anymore as it can be painful, so I again show unconditional positive regard by placing emphasis on the courage they have shown in attending the session. At 24:13 I again attempt to summarise whilst showing empathy and understanding, but also try to fix the situation by contemplating what the client should do next to solve their problems. I also believe I was tired after prolonged active listening and the session was coming to an end; the client also appeared weary and verbalised that they had nothing more to add. At 25:56 it all sort of comes to a limp ending and I thank the client for their time.    
All things considered, I believe the assessment went well for a first officially recorded session as a student counsellor. My key strengths appear to be in my relaxed demeanour and the ability to actively listen whilst showing unconditional positive regard, good attending skills, immediacy, and minimal encouragers. This allowed the client to flow in their conversation and more importantly, to discuss a private concern which was causing them stress and worry. As expressed by Nelson-Jones (2003, p. 49) “To be a rewarding person with whom to talk, helpers need to physically convey their emotional availability and interest”. Likewise, at the beginning of the session I held a safe space for us both with consideration of time. I also made the contracting clear and not overly complicated or loquacious. By contrast, there were parts I was unhappy with, especially where I insinuate that the client should try to communicate with his family. Although I felt that this came from a good place, I believe I was consciously directing the client to what I would have done in their situation. “If it is your hypothesis that people have such an inbuilt motivation to change, then your task is to help it do its work. If your basic assumption is different, then you begin to diagnose what is ‘wrong’ and formulate plans to teach or show a client how to achieve change” Tolan with Cameron (2017 p. 8).
 I also felt the summarising at the end of the session could have been more thorough, and the ending finished 30 seconds under even though I had told the client that they have more time, but they did not wish to continue. These are the types of things I need to consider for any future counselling sessions, because for all the guidelines, frameworks and training, nothing can prepare you for a real-life scenario. This, I believe, is where the real counselling begins. 
To conclude, I have learnt that my skills recording was better than I had remembered and that we cannot always make rational judgments when feeling in a negative or emotional state. There is so much more to person-centred counselling than I had realised and honing the basic foundational skills takes time, dedication, and a real understanding. As someone who is only now at the beginning of their counselling journey, I realise the skills recording was perfectly set up for me to understand what is involved and the hard work that goes into it. Being a perfectionist, I had placed unrealistically high expectations on myself which distorted the main purpose of the assessment; to highlight key strengths, work upon my weaknesses and to take it overall, as an invaluable experience. Moreover, I believe I could have made better use of metaphor during the skills recording as “Neuroscience research shows that more brain centres light up in response to a metaphor than any other form of human communication forming new neural pathways” Levin and Modell (1997) as cited in Wilkinson (2014, p. 10).
Additionally, the skills recording provided me with the vital experience of watching myself back and noticing how much I’d learned on the course over such a such a short period of time. There is such a fine balance to being a student counsellor, where I had placed unrealistic expectations on myself; no one is going to emulate Carl Rogers upon their initial attempts. To cultivate and improve on my basic counselling skills, it is integral that I study and learn from past experts who have paved the way and revolutionised person-centred counselling as we have come to know it. To further improve on my basic, foundational skills, then it is also essential that I operate within an ethical framework like that of the BACP or NCP and keep challenging my preconceived values and beliefs. I believe I worked within my own limitations and parameters as a student counsellor as well as held boundaries by using no physical contact or over-promising and, adhering to the time constraints of the session. I also avoided asking ‘why’ questions which can come across as challenging and judgmental. 
In future, I will ensure my contract is watertight and succinct and learn to work on the types of open questioning asked. Moving forward on a personal level, I need to counsel myself the way I would intend to counsel complete strangers; that is, with congruence, empathy, and a non-judgemental attitude. There are so many things to remember when counselling and it can feel like you are spinning a million plates. The recording felt contrived and unnatural on times as there are so many elements to remember, and it can feel overwhelming with so many factors at play. Pausing can also feel awkward as I am the kind of person who likes to fill a gap to make a person feel at ease, although on times, this can have quite the opposite effect. It’s all about being open, relaxed and listening actively to fully measure and assess the meaningful threads flowing through the client’s narrative. 
Personally, listening to understand and not respond has been challenging and a real eye opener for me. “Listening well is an exercise of attention and by necessity hard work. It is because they do not realize this or because they are not willing to do the work that most people do not listen well” Peck (2002, p. 121). Even if I do not go on to become a fully-fledged practicing counsellor, the basic counselling skills I have learnt and developed are skills that I will cherish for life. “Such skills and attitudes are not easy to develop. Fortunately, once developed, they are not easy to lose.” Mearns and Thorne (1988 p. 21). I genuinely believe these skills have made me a wiser, and more rounded individual. All things considered, who would you prefer to spend time with? Someone who constantly talks at you, or someone who sits calmy, congruently and with a non-judgmental attitude? I believe I know the answer to this rhetorical question, and the fact I cannot answer for anyone other than myself, is what makes us intrinsically human.  
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