The following is a reflective commentary on the progression of my attitude and preparedness within the counselling skills module. My ability to demonstrate effective counselling skills in the practical counselling assessment is also considered and evaluated. The reflection follows Gibb’s reflective cycle and attempts to align with its foundations by including a detailed and honest analysis of my performance throughout the module, as well as a plan for improvement for the future. The BACP code of ethics is also considered within this commentary.
Description 
While the focus of the following reflection is to analyse and evaluate my completion of the practical counselling skills assessment and my performance throughout, I would also like to briefly touch upon my feelings towards my previous assessment, how I felt at the time, and how I feel I have progressed from then. Before this, however, I would like to outline the parameters of what is to be reflected upon.  My peers and I were asked to complete a practical counselling skills assessment as part of our counselling skills module.
The assessment required me and another student to participate in and record a 15-minute mock counselling session, where I acted as a counsellor and my peer acted as a client. The recording allowed me to reflect, analyse, and evaluate the counselling skills I successfully demonstrated, as well as the skills I failed to demonstrate. In the build-up to the assessment, three of my peers and I were grouped together to practice our counselling skills. From these practice sessions, I worked out which areas I needed to improve in, as well as some areas in which I was comfortable. Having already participated in and passed a counselling skills assessment in my first year of university, I was familiar with the format and had a good idea of the areas in which I was most comfortable. I also attempted to highlight and home in on the areas in which I needed to improve. It was found that I was most comfortable with active listening skills and utilising SONAR (sitting squarely, open position, leaning in, eye contact, and relaxed body posture). I was also comfortable using minimal encouragers, as well as demonstrating empathy and congruence. However, I often struggled to fill the full 15 minutes. I feel this issue was the result of underlying anxieties within myself. Namely, my own confidence and proclivity to think too much about what I am saying, as well as the looming memories of my last counselling skills assessment and the adversity I faced leading up to this assessment. 
Feelings
I was aware at the beginning of the module that a practical counselling skills assessment was forthcoming. Already participating in and passing a counselling skills assessment in my first year of university equipped me with some confidence. I could not, however, dismiss the fact that the time leading up to this assessment was spent ruthlessly self-criticising and subsequently self-loathing. The format for this assessment and its prior practice sessions was identical to the ones I participated in here at UWTSD. Though, at the time, I struggled to even begin a counselling session, let alone get five minutes into one and stop. This frustrated me and often led to me leaving the room in tears, disappointed in myself and embarrassed at my inability to function like a normal human. Unfortunately, this reflects many of my social interactions, in that I am often left feeling frustrated and disappointed with my inability to speak freely and openly. Without digressing further, I completed the counselling assessment, though doing so felt like an uphill battle. 
The time between both assessments was ample to allow for personal growth and development. I found that I really grew into myself over that summer, finding new confidence and caring a lot less about how others viewed me. This gave me more freedom to be myself, especially within skills practice and assessment. I realised that I was not nearly as nervous about this year’s assessment as last year’s. It is hard to tell how much of that was due to my passing the last assessment, and how much can be attributed to my growth as a person. Either way, I was up for the challenge. I was proud to have completed the second assessment in the way I did. It reflects the progress I have made as a person, as well as my ability to confidently practice counselling skills. In short, feelings of fulfilment and pride best describe how I felt following the assessment.

Evaluation
While it took a few attempts, I was able to complete the counselling assessment by using the full 15 minutes. In conjunction with this, I feel I was also able to appropriately utilise a plethora of counselling skills. I do however think my questioning could have been more concise. I would also say my tone and manner of speaking could be more forthright and direct. In short, I am satisfied with my counselling skills. However, I feel that the areas in which I could improve are also areas in which I struggle in daily life, specifically my proclivity to overthink and the effect this has on my speech. I found working within a group on the lead-up to the assessment helpful. Seeing how some of my peers utilised their counselling skills was crucial for me to reflect on my own ability and adjust for the assessment. For example, I struggled to fill the full 15 minutes and remember a lot of the contracting details. The group work was also a good way to warm back into using skills after so long off over the summer, so I soon began to improve. 
Analysis
As with any task, proper preparation is essential. While I feel I did well on the assessment, putting more time into properly preparing would have made everything easier. Two areas in which I struggled were filling the full 15 minutes and remembering contracting details. I suspect my proclivity to cut the time short was due to not knowing what to say next, which would inevitably ensue in panic and an abrupt end to the session. It is likely that my frequent loss of words and inability to recall key contracting details share the same root cause, my failure to adequately prepare.
My inability to draw upon key knowledge to properly engage with the client likely came about due to a lack of understanding of the key concepts behind building a professional relationship. In essence, it is likely that I was unable to think of appropriate questions because I did not fully understand what I was meant to ask and why. This understanding comes naturally when you engage with the client and their feelings, otherwise known as attending (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). My ability to build a rapport with clients was stunted by my own nervousness during skills practice and assessment. Had I been able to build a rapport with my clients, I might have felt more relaxed. This would have allowed for a smoother counselling session and made it easier to attend to clients. For clarity, rapport building can be defined as the relationship you build with a client before and during a counselling session (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). According to Midwinter & Dickson (2015), rapport building is an essential skill for counsellors, as having a good relationship with clients allows natural interactions.
Contracting was also another area in which I struggled. I wouldn’t say this was as much of an issue as my inability to fill the full 15 minutes, though, it hindered my ability to effectively carry out a counselling session. Contracting refers to the professional agreement between counsellor and client before working together (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). A contract usually includes information about the confidentiality agreement, as well as any circumstances in which that agreement may be breached. The contract will also include any information regarding the session and any boundaries the counsellor may have. This is essential when trying to build a professional relationship with a client, as it provides clarity for both parties (Midwinter & Dickson, 2015). I struggled mostly to remember these details when explaining the purpose of the contract to the client before every session. While not a massive issue, it was still important to get right.

Conclusion
In hindsight, I could have spent more time preparing for the assessment. While we participated in weekly practice sessions, I seldom engaged in extra reading or research. This could have improved my skills and helped me get a higher mark. Though, I understand that many of my own anxieties and nerves contributed to any mistakes made during the assessment, and this is something I am not always able to rectify. I feel that understanding and accepting that I may struggle with something takes a lot of pressure off, allowing for a slightly better performance. I also feel that ridding myself of these anxieties in such a short period would be impossible, so it is fruitless to be so hard on myself. I also missed a lot of the lectures. I always feel like I take something home after each lecture, so missing a handful likely hindered my performance. Retrospectively, I could have made more effort to catch up on missed lectures, as this would have helped me in my counselling assessment. Conversely, engaging in the practice sessions in the manner we did helped develop my counselling skills. I found each practice session insightful, each an opportunity to observe others and hone my own skills. In the future, I think it would be beneficial to employ this method of practice. I also think remembering what I have overcome, and the progress I have made within myself, played a huge part in my taking part in the skills assessment with such ease. This is something I will aim to do more in the future, as it gave me a massive boost in confidence.
Action plan
Moving forward, I would like to find a way to prioritise my studies more. Perhaps it would be beneficial to invest in a weekly planner to allocate time to study throughout the week. In hindsight, having something like this could have really benefited me. I would also like to make more use of the recourses I have available to me. For instance, I rarely asked my lecturers questions or even tried to converse with them regarding the module or topic. Moreover, I could have made better use of the University library. In the meantime, continuing to work on myself as a person I believe is the best way to ensure that I can employ counselling skills to the best of my ability.
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