	
	
	



 Critically evaluate and reflect on your use of the qualities of the helping relationship within your submitted skills practice.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The aim of this essay is to critically reflect on skills demonstrated in a 20 minute skills session recorded for counselling skills practice within a triad group. This piece of reflective writing will be based on the triad work recorded on the 19th February 2019. The recording was taken on the 4th session in this particular triad where we consistently kept the same counsellor/client/observer structure. Therefore, this was the 4th time working with this client so we had had a number of sessions to establish a therapeutic relationship. 

Before this particular session had taken place, I was feeling overwhelmed following a busy day full of uncertainty at work, this resulted with me beginning the session feeling unmotivated and anxious. I recall myself overthinking what I should open the counselling session with and being worried I would not pick up on certain themes and feelings the client would be presenting to me.  Once the session had begun these anxieties started to lift especially after I had remembered to cover the main elements to open the session. It is evident looking back that I was trying to not forget discussing the contract and confidentiality as I said ‘umm’ a number of times throughout this part which was my external response to internal thinking processes responding to the pressure of trying to ensure I covered all elements to the opening statement. I feel this demonstrates a lack of confidence and is an element that needs to be improved on as this could start the session transferring this lack of confidence and uncertainty onto the client. However, once this part was complete and I had included the concept of confidentiality, the session was handed to the client, I then felt a greater sense of confidence towards the rest of the session. It was at this point I felt almost detached from previous events in the day and felt I was fully present in the room with the client. I was also satisfied that I had covered the ethical boundaries. This session did not require the need for any information to be passed on so waver the confidentiality of the session. The client was also made aware of the observer and that the session was recorded.

When I initially consider the therapeutic relationship, I think of the core conditions of empathy, congruence and acceptance. Upon watching and reflecting on my chosen skills section for the first time, I mainly focussed on how I established these fundamental principles of the relationship with my body language and facial expression. Facial expression is something I am continually conscious of due to comments made by family members and friends that I usually hold an expression as though I am not interested or potentially show no emotion or connection to although to me that was simply my ‘listening’ face. Colledge (2017) discussed the importance of the core conditions within the therapeutic relationship. He highlighted how body language and facial expression are vital to embedding congruence and genuineness within the relationship as this allows the client to sense the therapist’s capacity for humanity as it is through body language and facial expression a counsellor is able to communicate and be involved in that relationship without the need for constant verbal communication. It is for this reason that I found myself concerned my lack of facial expression would impact on the core conditions being present. However, whilst looking back at the video I can see that I do not have a completely blank expression and often my facial expression mirrors what the client is telling me. Whilst looking through previous videos I found myself over exaggerating my facial expressions which could have an equally negative impact and appear forced, however after reflecting on this I can notice how I have improved on this. Equally in terms of body language, I am happy with how I position myself, maintaining eye contact and nodding where necessary but feel my next step would be to reduce the constant use of my hands when talking, not in its entirety but to not be as exaggerated. I am unsure whether using so much hand gesture could pose as a distraction to the client from what I am verbally communicating. Overall, I am pleased with how this session went in terms of using non-verbal communication. This particular session aided me in a way that I was able to relate to the topic on a personal level which allowed this session for me to take a natural flow.


The client discussed a topic that I had also had a similar experience to within the year prior so although I was unable to disclose that, I instantly felt a great deal of empathy towards her situation and truly understood how she was feeling. Throughout this session I found myself having an internal dilemma on how to demonstrate empathy whilst maintaining professional therapeutic boundaries and resisting the urge to show I had had similar experiences to this myself. I find this was a session that allowed me to put into practice elements of empathy and gain a true understanding of its place within the professional relationship and how this differs from a personal relationship. When I watched the video, initially I was unsure how I was demonstrating empathy. Clark (2014) talked about empathy and how it largely involves the practitioner understanding and feeling the client’s experiences in order to sustain the healing relationship and promote growth. He discussed how demonstrating empathy should not cause confusion within therapeutic boundaries but recognises that the therapists understanding must be communicated to the client to show the counsellor has a grasp on how the client is truly feeling.  I feel that throughout this session, I demonstrated empathy through clarification of what the client was telling me. As I was listening to the client’s story and worries, I was really feeling the mixture of emotions and internal conflicts and feel that by asking for clarifying and demonstrating my understanding I was showing empathy towards the client’s problems. 

Although I feel that empathy was demonstrated in the session, I find there is scope for this to be improved. Primarily I think this could be achieved through the use of immediacy. Immediacy is described as a reflection from the counsellor on the here and now and for the therapist to show the client what they are really hearing, feeling and understanding from their experiences they are sharing (Winter and Dickson 2015). Immediacy is a skill I lacked confidence in doing as I felt I could get this wrong. However, in my very last skill session I attempted it successfully and feel it is a valuable tool in the therapeutic relationship as I could almost visibly see the client engage in the session more as I demonstrated true understanding of her experience. For me, this felt like a huge achievement as at the time of recording the particular session linked to this piece of writing I felt nervous in using it and would stop myself before attempting. The use of immediacy could also allow me to overcome my internal dilemma of using self-disclosure. I was conscious I would not want to directly disclose I had been through a similar scenario but was desperate to show how much I understood. I feel the use of immediacy would have allowed me to achieve this. Therefore, this is an area of my counselling skills I would certainly benefit from developing. I could develop this through watching good examples of immediacy and through practice in placement and skills-based element to the Masters programme. Immediacy would also provide a skill to replace the lengthy summaries throughout the duration of the skills session.

Paraphrasing is a skill a counselling will use to reword what the client has said to repeat back to them. By verbalising their experiences and emotions and then having them verbalised back allows the clients to engage more with their thoughts and feelings (Nelson-Jones 2011). When reflecting on the recording, I find the summarising within the session to be too lengthy where paraphrasing would have been sufficient as I could have simply provided a brief phrase to reword and repeat to the client. This is down to a combination of my natural need to clarify my understand when communicating with someone and fear that if I were to be too brief, the session would stop flowing and the client would begin to be silent and would not get a triad session to last in meeting the set timing criteria for the session. I think a combination of ensuring I had a chance to speak and at the correct time without interrupting the client also contributed to this as it puts me in almost a panicked state as I felt the pressure to achieve a good recording for this assignment. I do believe that the summaries provided were useful for the counselling session and showed I understood the client whilst allowing the dialogue to continue to get more from the client. Summaries throughout the session “give some coherence and order” to what the client may have shared (Culley and Bond 2004). I do feel that although lengthy, the summaries were not wasted. I could definitely improve by turning more of the summaries into paraphrasing. This is another element that could be improved with confidence and trying to create short concise responses rather than the lengthy summaries throughout. This also got me thinking about the use of silence within a session
 
The use of silence in the counselling session is important as is can be used for the client’s self-exploration and can be used to develop the therapeutic alliance (Timulak 2011) I did not use silence as I was avoiding interrupting the client throughout the session and therefore took any natural silence in the conversation as an opportunity to check my understanding of the content of the session but as I have the tendency to fill any prolonged silence as I almost assume the client is feeling awkward about the silence which increases my anxiety on allowing the silence to happen, This could be something to improve on and used as a tool to improve the therapeutic relationship. This could be improved by relaxing when there are periods of silence. This will come with practice.

One element of this counselling session I am pleased I got to use was ‘goal setting’. Goal setting questions can be used in therapy to empower clients and therefore can improve therapeutic outcomes as clients can become self-aware of what they want (Cooper, 2018).  As I am a very positive and solution focussed person in my nature, I found this was something that I did not struggle with introducing to the session. I feel I gave sufficient time for the client to discuss the problem and explore the issues. However, feel the goal setting question came at the correct time in the session to allow enough time for how the client visions overcoming the issue and how they will get to the point they want to be and I felt that the client felt in control of their situation and how to improve.

To conclude, I feel that the session used for this assignment demonstrated a number of counselling skills as well as establishing the core conditions needed in the therapeutic relationship. The main areas I would like to focus on is reducing the amount out times I say ‘umm’ in the opening and closing sections of the session. I would also feel reducing the length of summarising and turning into paraphrasing could be improved to maximise the amount of time the client is sharing. Much of the areas of improvement can be developed through practice and observations on good examples of how these skills are used.  Although there are skills that I would like to develop as my confidence grows, I do feel I kept to therapeutic boundaries and maintained the core conditions. 
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