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Critically reflect on your use of the foundational skills of counselling.












Direct references will be made to a skills recording:
Microsoft Teams, Skills group 1, recording 3

[bookmark: _Int_upIbheIC]This essay will critically reflect upon my use of the foundational skills of counselling in a skills practice recording, my client will be a fellow student who I will refer to as ‘the client.’ I will frequently refer to the recording that accompanies this essay and include the time in the format (0:00) to indicate which point in the recording is being referred to. I aim to demonstrate my use and understanding of the micro skills of counselling and endeavour to identify the main themes and emotions of the session and underpin this with theory of person-centred therapy. Only by careful study of the recorded interview can we determine “Am I actually doing what I think I am doing?” (Rogers, C, 1951 p.25). 

Rogers (1957) set out six conditions which he felt were necessary and sufficient to facilitate psychotherapeutic change. Firstly, for two people to be in psychological contact, secondly that the client is in a state of incongruence, thirdly that the therapist is congruent or being genuine in the relationship, fourthly the therapist displays unconditional positive regard towards the client, fifthly the therapist must communicate their empathy of the client’s internal frame of reference and finally that the client feels at some level that the therapist accepts and understands them. I hope to work towards these principles as I demonstrate my skills in the recording, to; “relate in such a way that the client can access their own wisdom and recover self-direction.” (Mearns and Thorne, 2007). It is worth discussing here the nature of the recording which may bring its own limitations, the dual nature of the relationship as student peers as well as student-client and student-counsellor can affect the dynamic between the two parties. Farley (2017) also noted that students first beginning to practice in these environments, such as this skills recording, though beneficial to achieving competency can result in the trainee focusing more on their internal process and deter their ability create an accepting and empathic counselling environment.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The session began with a greeting and contracting to give the client some information and set out what the client could expect from the session and put some essential boundaries in place. It felt important to put some thought into my opening line of the session, I wanted to warmly greet the client and purposely opened with “it’s nice to see you again.” (0:02) Outside of a counselling skills setting I would normally greet someone by asking how they are, I felt I needed to avoid saying this at this early point of the session. I would not have wanted to hear how she was at this stage in the meeting so it would not have been a genuine enquiry and lacked meaning and congruence. 

The contracting was guided by myself, as this was the point of the session where I needed to give the client information to feel safe and secure in the session and gain her consent. I used a number of closed questions (0:10, 0:40, 2:04, 2:59, 3:32 and 3:54) to check that she was happy to proceed given the information provided. I spoke of practicalities, such as the duration of the session (0:47) and COVID restrictions (0:20). I felt it was important reassure the client that the recording would be held securely in accordance with General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2018) and be clear on who could access the recording to confirm the session would be confidential. 

[bookmark: _Int_rxoZTU8r][bookmark: _Int_WAMUuGws][bookmark: _Int_YrQ3iJO5][bookmark: _Int_ZYOOXCYJ][bookmark: _Int_9zZq36h5][bookmark: _Int_qbKY2JkP]From an ethical standpoint it felt important to mention the limitations of confidentiality (2:27) within the session and the limitations on my skills and experience (3:06), ensuring that I worked within my competence (BACP, 2018). Green (2010) states it would be immoral to work beyond your competence and increases the possibility of harming the client. Confidentiality is the crucial to building a trusting relationship with a client for the client to feel their privacy is respected to disclose personal information, but absolute confidentiality is not possible, there are many grey areas and ethical issues that would need to be considered; “professionals have the responsibility to define the degree of confidentiality that can be promised.” Corey (2013) The final point of my contracting was to ensure that the client could communicate with me if a subject arose that she did not want to discuss, to ensure she felt she had autonomy over the subject matter. Even though it felt like I spoke for a long time and gave a lot of information, my aim was to set up a safe and secure environment with agreed boundaries.

After bringing the contracting to an end and entering the next stage of the session (4:20), I wanted to remind the client of the emotional space I was offering and updating the time remaining to accomplish this. Upon inviting the client to speak I opened with a general question (4:30) asking “Is there anything you’d like to chat about?” With hindsight rephrasing to “what would you like to chat about?” would have been a more open question to invite the clients to proceed, in this instance the client was happy to talk, however this type of question could have shut down the dialogue (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015). 

[bookmark: _Int_sC0ZV5iY]Following the initial opening question, the client is given space to speak without interruption and I am actively listening and demonstrating attending skills (4:37-6:30), I have tried to follow Egan’s (2015) SOLER framework, sitting squarely with an open posture, leaning in, maintaining good eye contact, and attempting to be relaxed and natural. During this point in the recording I am also nodding, using single word encouragers, mirroring the client’s laughter. This form of attending demonstrates physical and emotional availability to the client (Sutton and Stewart, 2008).

[bookmark: _Int_8rdfMFgY][bookmark: _Int_6aW6D1J7]The client used some powerful metaphors describing her need of space, she mentions creating a “fortress of solitude” (5:34, 5:39), away from the ‘hurricanes’ the rest of family can create. The the use of these phrases felt important, in the way McLoed and Mcloed (2011) describe how sometimes a client’s vivid imagery can stand out almost as if it is surrounded by a neon sign. For this reason, I chose to repeat and expand on some of this language when paraphrasing (8:40) that it sounds like she is ‘battening down the hatches’ to find some shelter form the storms of family life, in her fortress, to show my understanding of her explanation and to encourage further exploration.

Responding to the client’s happiness and joy of the space she has created for herself (6:29), I comment how I can ‘see’ how happy she is, she appears to lean back as if imagining herself in this comfortable space she has created and I mirror her movement and put myself in her frame of reference, stating how I can almost feel I am there, demonstrating how deeply I am listening and inside her story.

[bookmark: _Int_WKQSjMAk][bookmark: _Int_P5aDuav9]I purposely held back from asking questions to give the client space to talk and tell her story and not to lead the conversation; “if you can create a safe emotional climate helpees will reveal more and deeper information, often without having to be asked.” (Nelson-Jones, 2016, p.71). My first question in the main body of the session was not until later (10:15), I asked this question to clarify how the issue of the family sleeping arrangements, that had arisen in the past was working now, in the present. The client’s response to my question that it was working great was fairly simple, I decided to use silence here to see if the client would further explain. It was on the briefest of silences, but the client did then go into further detail answering the question of how it was working now. To get some further detail I asked a more leading question (11:02), to further explore the topic of the time the client and her partner were spending together. The client had expressed receiving the judgement of others (10:46), I wanted to convey I was not also judging her as the client seemed to feel defensive or certainly used to defending this decision to others. 

[bookmark: _Int_RyRAMhLz][bookmark: _Int_C5hFyCHH]Reflecting upon this part of the recording (10:00-12:39); in the moment I felt I was conveying my unconditional positive regard towards the client, but it has occurred to me that I could have taken this chance to use immediacy and explore the client's feeling of being judged and explored if she felt defensive about this in a more direct way. This use of immediacy could have deepened the intimacy and helped the client to be less ‘safe’ and be emotionally honest (McLoed and McLoed, 2011). There is a particular moment in the recording when the client is saying “it’s working great” (10:16) but her head is moving left to right as if to indicate ‘no,’ which I could have tentatively mentioned and got a deeper exploration of her feelings.

[bookmark: _Int_Qgz9OFWX]In response what the the client had being sharing about her family relationship and the time and effort they have put in, I shared that I noticed I could see the happiness in her and how her face ‘lit up’ when talking about her partner. I also summarised to indicate I had heard the message she was conveying to me that she had put the work into these relationships and was now reaping the rewards. (13:25) The client indicates this is an accurate clarification of her message, by responding “Exactly” (13:30). This clarification of my understanding led to the client feeling comfortable enough to share more intimate information about her journey overcoming feelings of anxiety (13:36). At this point in the session 13:36-13:40) I tried to use silence, which did seem to have the effect of allowing the client to pause and reflect. This may have given the client the space to reflect upon the meanings or implications of what had just been said. (McLeod and McLoed, 2011)

Midwinter and Dickson (2015) state that a good paraphrase is brief, focused on the client's experience, they may contain fact or feelings, are tentative and non-judgemental. When the client is talking about her plans for the future, I paraphrased (14:57) about her and her partner’s common interests and shared future vision to communicate I had listened and understood. The client confirms this to be correct and talks a little more about the specifics of her plan.
The client was very comfortable to talk throughout the session, I attempted to use silence (15:00, 15:30 for example), but at no point during the session did there feel there was a silence long enough to be able to ‘read’ the silence and deduce whether the client was experiencing a ‘golden silence’ or if I needed to input if she was ‘suffering in silence’. (Sutton and Stewart, 2008)

When the client discusses the work she’s put into her parenting I ask a leading question (15:47) to both restate what she has discussed and to lead into some further exploration. This resulted in a more in-depth discussion about her experiences and how she felt about this. I responded with some humour, summarising her job had provided a parenting manual, to communicate my understanding of what she was explaining but also the importance that she felt had come from this particular work experience.

Having earlier discussed the use of attending skills and giving the example of an early part of the recording, I feel that I kept this level of active listening and interest in the client throughout the session. However, it is very noticeable at 16:25 that I break eye contact with the client and look up to the clock and it distracts the client, she turns to look up at the wall and pauses. My intention was only to keep track of the session, in future I would alter the positioning of the clock in order for me to glance more discretely and for it to be easily viewed by the client without out them having to fully turn to see it.

The client shared with me how before becoming a parent she had many pre-conceived ideas of what sort of mother she would be, this is clearly funny to her now, in this moment we share genuine laughter expressing I understand her viewpoint (18:18). I have an abundance of anecdotes from my personal life I could express here and claim I know exactly what you mean, but felt my non-verbal reaction was more conducive to allowing the client to express her story, to ensure the client is centre stage. (Green, 2010) By not intervening with my story the client was free to explore more deeply the difficulties she faced and how she overcame them.

[bookmark: _Int_hZujBHhS][bookmark: _Int_cQ4bM33M][bookmark: _Int_chtr7BXE][bookmark: _Int_V7aq1ZZl]The client seems to get to the heart of the issue of her own parenting and how she was parented (19:05), the exchange between us at this point feels more poignant and less playful. I make a tentative summary that it sounds like the situation gave her a different perspective and used a metaphor of her seeing this though different eyes (19:50), the response suggested my clarification had been correct. I reflected that this must be very powerful for her, and I tentatively checked in if she felt like she had changed something (20:05), going “beyond the facts to search for their interpretations and perceptions.” (Nelson-Jones, 2016. P.74) The client confirmed this to be a pivotal moment and talks deeper about the change this brought. The client visibly sighs at the end of this exchange and looks around (21:02), I feel I rushed in here and asked a clumsy question, which I then corrected with a question I felt more matched the tone of our dialogue at this point. We had just discussed how she had seen how she had been parented through different eyes posed to her how she feels her sons would look back at her parenting style. This was a more hypothetical question, inviting the client to think about the topic in a separate way, form another point of view.
[bookmark: _Int_rSO6UjeS]At the beginning of the session, setting out the time frames, I had stated I would bring the session to a close when there was about 5 minutes remaining. I indicated this to the client (23:31) for her to be aware the session was coming to an end. I aimed to use this point in the session to bring together the main themes, content and to demonstrate I have listened to the client. (Midwinter and Dickson, 2015) I begin with the the theme of personal space, clarifying the client’s need for a calm space and repeating back the metaphor she had used earlier about her fortress of solitude. (24:05) The client's metaphor of her fortress of solitude had been discussed at various points in the session, this did give a sense of what McLoed and McLoed (2015) referred to as a shared language that became energising and connecting. 

[bookmark: _Int_3hG9ZbWg][bookmark: _Int_plN55Cod]The summary was not a monologue of my interpretations of the session, but very much a dialogue between myself and the client. Egan (2014) warns us that monologues can cause the client to feel isolated, dialogue presents the possibility for mutual learning. Such a dialogue can allow us to check the accuracy of the summary. (Sutton and Stewart, 2008) The client had the opportunity interject and add to or correct my understanding. (23:26) We further discussed the themes of the session such as control, how the client felt controlled by a parent and how she did not want to control her family and how she has worked on that and how this has shaped her own parenting style, as I start to tentative suggest the client has made a conscious effort to change, she interjects to finish my sentence (26:44), confirming and agreeing with my sentiment. These themes all linked together with an overarching theme of the client working on her family relationships and growing with her increased self-awareness. (27:44). The client is given space to draw some of her own conclusions and makes some positive assertions taking her own positive message of hope away of not being perfect but of each generation of parents aiming to be better.

On the whole the session flowed, the client seemed comfortable to talk freely, I felt I created a safe space and displayed my attentiveness and congruence towards her. It felt as though we have developed a rapport, mirroring each other's movement, being comfortable to laugh with each other and use vivid language at times in the session to convey meaning. I felt I showed empathy and tried to convey unconditional positive regard. The session felt like it had a structure, a clear beginning setting out the boundaries of the session, a middle of 2 parts, firstly the client established what she wanted to discuss and was free to explore with minimal intervention from myself, the second part involved a little more verbal interjection from myself to explore more deeply what was being said and how she felt, following on from this I summarised what the client had discussed, bringing together the main themes, I brought the session to a close on a positive note and genuinely thanked the client for her openness and honesty, this also had the effect of bringing the session to a close without it inviting a further conversation, but also without being abrupt.  The tone of the session varied, at time we shared laughter, the client expressed joy, but also there were more serious tones which I feel I matched when they arose. My aim was to listen to the client and put myself in her frame of reference, but also in my responses to convey this back to her in order for her to feel understood.
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