In this report I intend to reflect and critically evaluate my own skills practice. I will use the  ‘reflective cycle’ model of reflection developed by Gibbs’ (1988) to help me to assess my thoughts and feelings about my skills practice with a view to improving my self-awareness and to identify areas of personal growth. In doing so I will pay particular attention to the therapeutic relationship and how I make contact with my client. Gibbs’ (1988)The reflective cycle (cited in Mcloed, 2024) provides a structured framework which has six stages of reflection: Description, Feeling, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action. I have chosen to use this model as I believe it is useful for reflecting upon a specific event or situation.
Stage 1 Description 
I have chosen 20 minutes of a 50 minute recording of my skills practice to reflect upon, from 4 minutes into the session up to 24 minutes. This was a planned assignment which took place at my University. There were three people present in the room, Sinann who I will refer to as ‘the client’ going forward,  Anthony, who was observing the session, and Myself (practising therapist). The session is recorded with the clients consent, and shows our 5th counselling skills session together.
Stage 2  Feelings
I felt anxious going into the session, the feedback I had received from my tutors in previous weeks had highlighted my lack of authenticity. I have been struggling to be myself in sessions. I feel as though I am acting as the therapist as opposed to being myself and responding accordingly. I am thinking too much about what I’m going to say next, and focusing on trying to say the right thing. This is creating a barrier for me and impacting on my ability to respond effectively. Moreover, I felt more pressure from the knowledge that I was being recorded and assessed. I was able to bring myself to the session more than I have in previous sessions, but this impacted on my ability to demonstrate my skills. I need to learn to blend the two concepts of being myself and using my skills effectively without overthinking the process. Being fully present and congruent with the client is essential to building the therapeutic relationship (Rogers 1957).
I am aware that at times during the session I purposely avoided exploring feelings with the client for fear of upsetting her, because the session was being recorded. I knew from previous sessions that the clients mother had passed away, when she linked her current feelings to her experience of losing her mother, I internally identified this as an area for further exploration, however I did not feel it was appropriate to encourage the client to explore this at that particular time.
Stage 3 Evaluation 
Overall the session felt positive. The core conditions were present throughout the session showing the foundations of relational depth (Lees – Oakes & Kelly 2021). I feel that I showed empathy, I used skills of mirroring, good eye contact, paraphrasing and summarizing. The client seemed to respond well to this, whenever I checked with her that I was understanding her ‘frame of reference’ correctly, she agreed that I was. When the client confirmed that I was empathising accurately I felt that we were experiencing moments relational depth, and I felt that this increased my connection with the client. After the session, the client feedback that she felt I had listened to her, and that I had prompted her to think more deeply about the topic. She said I was open and reassuring and she felt connected to me at times when I laughed and smiled with her. This demonstrates that the client experienced the  core conditions we that we were able to make “psychological contact with one another” (Tolan, 2017).
I was nervous and I remember feeling that I wanted the assessment to be over. In my haste, I didn’t take the time to prepare the space for the client or to ground myself. Without giving it much thought,  I chose to sit on a swivel chair on wheels and I noticed I was frequently swinging from side to side on the chair. I also didn’t realise until watching the recording how much I fidget, touch my face and my glasses, and move my hands when I’m talking.  During the feedback after the session the client  said it did not distract her, but I know this could be distracting for some clients. Additionally, I did not place the clock in a location where it could easily be seen, as I wanted to look at the clock to check the time, but I felt it this would take my attention away from the client. I noticed that this was getting in the way of me being totally present with the client. 
Stage 4 Analysis 
There were times when I felt I missed the opportunity to focus on the clients feelings but I was also aware that I didn’t want to direct the session. The client talked a lot and the conversation moved on quite quickly. Therefore, I didn’t want to interrupt the client and waited for a natural pause to respond. I am struggling a little with idea of encouraging clients to identify and hold feelings within the body. I asked where the client is feeling the heaviness in her body, however when she identifies the feeling in her chest I allow the conversation to move on from this quite quickly. I should have tried to help the client explore that more deeply. I didn’t really know the purpose of asking the question and how to work with the clients answers. I need to develop my understanding of what Joyce and Sills (2018) describe as ‘Embodiment’, and watch and learn from others to embrace this into my practice more effectively.
I was aware that I was struggling to find the right words in my responses. It wasn’t until I watched the recording that I realised how that came across in person. I need to be mindful of my vocabulary and how I use my words and phrase sentences. I started a lot of my sentences with the words “So you…” and I overused the phrase “right okay”. At times I used the word “just” inappropriately. I felt this could be portrayed as undermining the clients feelings but that wasn’t my intention in the moment. Therefore, I feel that I need to widen my vocabulary and use it more effectively. I found the repetition of my phrases annoying when watching the recording. I wonder if this was annoying for the client too. However, she did not mention this when she gave me feedback.
I have learnt from watching the recording that a lot of my questions come across as statements. I was trying to make sense of things, almost thinking aloud at times. It seems as though I am telling the client how she feels as opposed to checking the accuracy of my understanding. For example, I made statements such as “that’s a feeling you feel”  I could have phrased it better by naming the feeling and checking with the client if I was correct. There is room for improvement here.
I felt a moment of countertransference when I recognise that I felt annoyed with the clients father in law when she was describing her situation. I acknowledge that I have felt a similar way about my ex- in laws and I was trying not to let my own feelings about impact on my responses or appear judgmental in any way. I think I  overidentified with the situation, but I managed to contain it by using ‘bracketing’  those feelings and staying with client. (Joyce & Sills, 2018)

Stage 5 Conclusion 
I have learnt many things form this experience in particular that I am overthinking my responses and that I need to relax and bring myself to the session. I need to take more time to ground myself and create space for the client before the session.  I have learnt that I fidget too much and this can be distracting to myself and others. Additionally, an area of growth for me is that to be careful not to be solution focused and to stay with the client and help them to explore their feelings at a deeper level. Most significantly I need consider my vocabulary carefully in interactions, I acknowledge impact that this could potentially have on the client and my relationship with the client.
Stage 6  Action Plan 
In future, I will take the time to set up the room appropriately and effectively not to cause any unnecessary distractions and allow myself to focus on the client. I will seek out learning opportunities such as researching, reading, listening to podcasts etc. to increase my knowledge and  learn as much as I can to enhance my practice. I will continue practicing my skills regularly, in addition to practicing self-awareness and critical reflections. I will make time to reflect and journal after each skills practice. Moreover, I intend to learn from the expertise of others such as my tutors, and clinical supervision. I will ask for help, clarification and feedback form others so that I can learn and grow. Increasing my knowledge will help me to work to my full potential and become an effective practitioner.
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*please note I did not use AI to inform any part of my assignment*
