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The evening of the recording I recall that I was feeling in a reasonably relaxed frame of mind. I had carefully planned my day’s necessary activities to allow for some time out in order to not feel tired, but alert mentally and with a positive mindset. This was despite being slightly apprehensive about trying to remember and put into practice everything I had learnt on the course to this point.  This preparation was in part due to the previous week’s session being affected by computer ‘gremlins’ and in anticipation of any hiccups on this evening. An added benefit had been a result of a relaxing mindfulness body scan prior to the recording session.

However, the technology demons conspired again and by the time of the recording, several connectivity issues and other visual and recording problems had led to me feeling tense and frustrated and I finished the teaching session unaware that I did indeed have a single recording of an appropriate length to use for this assignment.  On reflection post viewing I am aware that I appear calm vocally, but throughout my body language is mixed - touching my face, playing with my hands, leaning forward and then sitting well back in my chair, all indicators of not being relaxed.

The environment I am in during the session could be construed as distracting. The lighting could have been better thought out to remove the reflection on my glasses and most particularly the glinting of light on the earrings I was wearing.  Additionally, the use of the blurring function in Teams, or the selection of a suitable backdrop would have been an improvement too.  Having thought of these things prior to the session may have assisted the client to focus without distractions.  

Given the setting was a learning environment and as peers wishing to assist each other, my ‘client’ was as co-operative throughout as she could possibly be. I am aware that setting and developing a relationship in a real situation may not be as smooth and straightforward as it was in this instance. Mearns and Thorne (2008) discuss that the time taken to develop a relationship is directly related to how ready the client is to embark on the process of taking responsibility for their life, something which obviously varies from person to person. Whilst I have not experienced it, I am aware that it can take a great deal of courage for clients to reach the point where they are prepared to face the fear of the unknown and overcome their apprehension to get to the point where they are sitting in the counsellor’s chair .

In addition to being a novice, another limitation was that it was a single session of half an hour duration. Thus, the depth of understanding the client’s needs and concerns could only be expressed and explored in this time. It did however enable me to see how regular sessions with the same client can allow a counsellor to build a fuller picture to enable a greater understanding of the individual so that issues raised in one session need to be reflected upon and explored again in a greater depth in successive sessions to enable the greatest help and support to be provided.

The session has also provided an insight to how a typical 50-minute session would require a lot of consideration afterwards to develop appropriate strategies for the forthcoming session; that is most certainly not a career that starts and finishes when the session does. It also made me consider the importance of the role of a supervisor to support and guide. Reeves states “An experienced supervisor…..will be invaluable in helping you to make links between different client experiences and to consider how to transfer learning from one situation to another.” (p.202 2018). Whilst the issues raised in this session I would not class as traumatic to listen to, I can imagine that some things are and that to offload afterwards would be essential, particularly when starting out in a career.

That said, I believe that I introduced the session well by warmly greeting the client and explaining the contracting information clearly to her with careful regard to the limitations of confidentiality on the basis that the session was being recorded and there was an observer present. My nervousness is evident from a number of ‘ums’ and hesitation, however I did ensure that I obtained her confirmation that she had understood what I had said, and was comfortable with the information provided before inviting her to start sharing what she wanted with me.

There was no goal setting at the start of the session.  On reflection, this may have been useful as setting SMART objectives to prevent ‘drift’ could have assisted me in exploring one of the 3 main issues – highlighted as the session progressed - in more depth. More specific goals at the outset could be useful going forward to assist in making the client feel that we had achieved more. In situations where there is more than one session, I would use this technique with this client as she was very articulate and able to easily express the areas of her life that were causing her concern. I see now that obtaining clarity on her own personal goal/s, would be beneficial, particularly as several times throughout the session she referred to her work colleagues, her father and her partner’s views – or at least how she thinks they see her. Delving further I would try to establish where her concerns are coming from. That is, whether she felt she ‘should’ do or be something else as a result of how she imagines people view her OR whether she wants it. This would have been something to work on in subsequent sessions. I think this would help to allow more focus on the ‘driving forces’ and mitigate against ‘restraining forces. (p.118, Midwinter & Dickson 2015).

OBSERVATIONS
Through body language you can see that she is quite animated and whilst she holds eye contact, she moves her eyes a lot. At several times during the session, she touches the sides of her head at the temples, all signs of the anxiety which she states she is experiencing. 

At 11.57 she demonstrates the empathy she feels towards a colleague who is experiencing her own difficulties. She believes that her colleague’s issues are so much greater than hers and that as a result she feels ‘silly with my problems’ about discussing her health issues with her colleague. Whilst talking she recognises that her issues are ‘valid, but…’ After listening, I felt it necessary to point out to her, perhaps a little too forcefully, given that she casts her eyes downwards, when I explain that ‘she needs to give herself a little grace there’ and that it is not helpful to her to compare her issues to someone else’s.  On reflection and with this experience, I would approach this situation more sensitively. 

PARAPHRASING
After listening to her talk about her health and her work, (initially around her colleagues), I paraphrased (10.36) that one frustration contributing to her anxiety was that a lack of consistency from her colleagues towards her non-visible chronic health condition. By doing so we explored further with her providing more examples of how she felt in the workplace which enabled me to glean that these were not particularly trying at the current time, but that she is concerned and anxious for when hotel reopens.
Later in the session (17.43) after we have discussed her workplace/colleague issues I paraphrase her words that she is aware of the negatives of her management position in a positive way stating that she has the wisdom to recognise these.
Following her talking about her partner and work stress, I paraphrase what she has said and there is nodding and verbal agreement of this.
At 24.13 after listening to her short summary of what she believes are all of the culminating factors to her stress and anxiety by offering ‘I’m sensing that there is so much uncertainty in your life..’ to which her body language and verbal agreement suggests that she fully agrees with what I have just said.  

MIRRORING
I believe that we had good interaction with mirroring of laughter at times throughout the recording.
A particularly good example of this occurred at 14.32 when the client had explained how one of her colleagues had completely dismissed her when she had explained that she was classified as disabled. Our expressions of incredulity were similar.

REFLECTING FEELINGS
At 2.56 I say, ‘you do sound quite overwhelmed is that how you would describe it?’ at which point she agrees and goes onto say that she ‘can’t quite describe it’ but then continues and gives examples, I believe by ‘naming’ her feeling it encouraged her to focus on the emotion she was feeling. 

CONGRUENCE / EMPATHY
The client at the beginning says, ‘she’s struggled with everything this week’ and I say, ‘I’m sorry to hear that’. Throughout there are lots of positive verbal and non-verbal methods head nodding on my part, saying ‘OK’ to demonstrate that I am actively listening to all she is telling me. At one point (5.40) she provides an example of meal planning and after listening say ‘it’s the small things’ to which she replies ‘yes, it’s the simple things. I believe this helps to build her trust in me that I am listening to what she says in an empathetic way.
The client explains her health issues and I then link the information she provided earlier in the session about her long working hours (8.45), again an example that I had been actively listening and that I am interested in what she is telling me.
When she explains that to relieve some of the stress in her life, she is planning on reducing her working hours, I contribute that it sounds like a wise move there, to which she nods.

QUESTIONS
The client explains near the beginning of the recording that she struggles to concentrate and that her head is ‘all over the place’. I ask her ‘is this a recent thing?’, an open question to encourage her to elaborate on how she is feeling. To which she considers and then expands to say that ‘it is getting progressively worse’. 
Whilst she goes into some depth to explain her health issues, indicating that she is willing to discuss this area, I then go on to ask her ‘is this a recognised health condition that you have?’ (6.28) in order to gain greater understanding of her situation relative to her health concerns to determine any links. I also ask the closed question of has she sought medical advice on the issue? (6.38) which she goes on to explain that she has. This confirmation clarified for me that suggesting that thinks about seeking medical advice was not necessary.
Linked to her explanation of her chronic pain and fatigue, and how these impact on how she is in work, the next logical step for me was to ask her (11.45) ‘have you tried explaining to your colleagues how you feel’; another open question to ask her to elaborate on this work aspect which is obviously a major contributor to her anxiety.
At approximately halfway through the session after she has explained how she talks with colleagues at the start of the day with colleagues if she is not feeling great; she feels the need to justify where she is going to work, as ‘this is where the issues come in’.  I ask her the question (16.04) why she does this ‘is it because of the comments that colleagues make or because of how she feels in herself?’.  The reason for this question was to allow her to consider whether it is fact or whether it is her thoughts that are causing the issue.
After listening to her workplace issues, I ask her if she feels whether there is anything else she could do regarding her position and her health status? (17.53). A further open question to get her to elaborate on her strategies going forward. From this, she explains that she is going to reduce her hours in order to study which ultimately will allow her to have a completely new career. My next question to her is ‘what are your long term aims? You mention a course?’ the purpose of this was to explore her thoughts on her future and how this would impact on her anxiety going forward.
I then tentatively ask about the fact that her partner working in the same hotel, and how that impacts on her. This I asked to get a better understanding of some of the other issues that may be causing her anxiety, recalling the fact that she mentioned earlier in the session about an impending wedding too, which is always a big stress factor.

SELF DISCLOSURE
Whilst there were issues that the client raised that I could identify with, I did not feel it to be appropriate as it would not have been helpful to share with her issues that had arisen in my life and so there was no self-disclosure in this session.

METAPHORS
The client used 3 metaphors during the session. As a novice, I did not observe them at the time, only on watching the recording was I aware of them. These were ‘Strong undercurrent of anxiety’; 
‘dumbest smart person I know’ and ‘like a weighing scale’. Midwinter & Dickson, specify that “metaphor may be a useful way of sharing meaning and feeling.” p.102 (2015). With increased awareness, knowledge and practice I can see that these could have been explored and it is something that this session has taught me to be more attuned to going forward.

SILENCE
“Silence can be really useful for the client to pause, reflect, feel and show emotion and take stock of where he or she is” p.79 (Midwinter & Dickson). There was a good use of silence after I asked the question relating to her workplace, when you could see that she was carefully considering the issue relating to how colleagues view her – whether it was fact or her own reality. Following this silence, she did offer the suggestion that ‘maybe I am being a little bit paranoid’ (16.20).

A further good example of silence was at 27.48 to 28.00 after I had asked what she does to de-stress….. good use of silence whilst she was thinking. It would have been easier to offer prompts at this point, but I felt it was necessary to allow the client this thinking time.

I feel there was an uncomfortable silence though towards the end (29.29 to 29.38), which should have been avoided, and was unprofessional as it highlighted my inexperience. Mercifully, our observer came in at that moment to break the silence to remind us that time was up.  

SUMMARISING THE SESSION
At 25.52 minutes into the session, I start to summarise and conclude that there is so much change and uncertainty in her life at the current time; surrounding work primarily and with Covid along with her chronic health issues. I reflect back through all the information she has shared with me throughout the session, and I highlighted (using what I believed to be a positive tone) that she has good awareness of the issues she is dealing with, and is looking for and using coping strategies to deal with them. 

At 27.29 I should have concluded the session, as a lot had been covered a lot during this time. However, I was unaware of the time despite our observer appearing fleetingly to make us both aware of a 5 minute ‘warning’ at 20.00 minutes. Unfortunately, I had missed this, I had not seen her appear. At 27.06 I go onto ask her what she does to de-stress. This is something that would have sat much better in a second session or earlier on in this session. This was most certainly an error. That said it did provide a very good use of silence whilst she was considering what she did do to de-stress!

For me it is quite painful to watch the remainder of the recording as it highlights my inexperience, and it is abundantly obvious that at times I really do not know how to respond to the answers she provides regarding how she de-stresses. At 29.21 following an uncomfortable silence our observer mercifully re-appears to say that time is up, which was a massive relief to me. I then go on to repeat what I said at 25.52 using different words but to the same effect until the end. 

FINAL REFLECTIONS
Overall, I felt that the learning session went reasonably well, I was able to draw on many of the items we had covered in class during our theory sessions. My confidence has grown with awareness of my active listening skills, paraphrasing and levels of congruence and empathy that are apparent in the recording.
It has also taught me that questions need to be used appropriately and often the numbers asked are less than I would have imagined. Open questions are generally more useful I found to elicit further information and explore feelings. What to do with the information provided however I can see is an area that needs much more practice and experience to gain expertise.
I missed the opportunity to explore metaphors the client used, and I did not use the skill of immediacy in the session. Once again, I put this down to my novice status.

IF this had been a series of sessions however, the information the client had felt comfortable to share would have been very useful for future sessions as I feel focussing in on work, health and wedding would be the areas to springboard off to get to a deeper level with the client.

Informal feedback from my peer post recording revealed that she had found the session useful and that she did feel listened to and that in a short time period I had understood what her issues were. I feel that I gained an understanding of her as a person. These I take encouragement from.
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