Reflective commentary, linking theory to practice.

I have been a student of UWTSD for the last three years, studying Psychology and Counselling as part as our final module we had to have a 20-minute recording over Microsoft teams demonstrating our counselling skills that we had learnt over the last three years.  This had been done in previous assessments but this one was significantly different due to the COVID-19 situation. The session had to be conducted over the internet using Microsoft teams as we have been unable to be in a classroom setting since March last year.
We were placed into groups of three and all took turns in having specific roles, the roles each person had at one time were Observer, Counsellor, and Client. The assessment required a 20-minute filmed session and as a group we decided to speak about our real-life events rather than a made-up scenario.  Previously case studies had been used but as a group we decided it would be more effective and beneficial to use what we really feeling during the time, making sure to be aware of all ethical conduct and boundaries and being mindful not to over disclose (BACP.co.uk,2018). 
Just before the recording began, I was feeling slightly anxious and apprehensive. These feelings were coming from the fact that we had not practiced skills since last April and had a two-week refresher beforehand. I wanted to make sure that I was able to showcase all that I had learnt over three years but also be mindful of giving the client my full attention and not mentally ‘checking of’ points in my head.  During the three years we have been exposed to different types of counselling styles and approaches but the one that I have preferred and felt more comfortable with is Carl Rogers and his person-centered approach (Rogers,1959).   
I felt more comfortable with this approach and felt that over the best three years I had begun to really understand the approach that Carl Rogers developed, his ability to be completely open and congruent and empathetic with a client was something I had found difficulty within year one ,however at this stage I am beginning to really understand the significance that Carl Rogers placed on all these components of his counselling style and the importance he places on the core conditions (Rogers,1940). 
As the recording began, I was finding myself feeling more relaxed and at ease with the session. However about 10 minutes into the session I was beginning to realize that that the client during the session was not being very open and was repeating the same surface level things, this was causing me some anxiety because I was feeling unsure about how to keep the session active and making sure there was not silences that were uncomfortable. I was also mindful of my feelings in this situation as I did not want frustration to take over and de rail me from dealing with the issue of the client not really sharing anything much other than surface level emotions.
In the moment where I felt that the client was not opening up I decided to combine the method of Carl Rogers (1959) and introduce some aspects of Solution Focused Therapy, by asking the client what could be done to combat the feeling of stress? what can we do to help the feeling of being overwhelmed seemed to focus the client more on specific areas and really began to direct the session into a space where I felt we were able to connect a bit more and dive deeper in to the feelings the client was feeling (Alasdair,2011). 
On watching the recording back I was pleased with the way I was making sure the client felt heard and validated by me saying “I hear what you’re saying “ and “you have every reason to feel this way” was my way of letting the client know not only was I fully engaged with what she was saying but also that I felt genuine empathy to  what the client was going through that made the client begin to open and trust me more showing what an important element that empathy plays during the counseling session (Bachelor,1988).  One of the biggest things I noticed during my recording was the use of the word ‘umm’ I need to be mindful of the language I use to maintain a professional standard during the session and move my head less when I speak as this could be distracting for the client. Overall though I was pleased with the recording of the lesson and had enough content to write a reflexive commentary using Gibbs method of reflexive practice (Wright,2012).
On watching the recording and evaluating myself back there was some positives and some rooms for improvement.   The session began with me letting the client know that the session will be recorded and that we had two observers in the room, looking at the recording I can see that I stumbled over this area. I think the reason I found this uncomfortable was because it was the new aspect of the session being held online.  
Throughout the session I was mindful that due to the session being online I was unable to display effective SOLER skills the usefulness of this skill really shows when your unable to use it, showing the client your body language can be a gentle encourager (Hills,2004). With that being said I was pleased with how quickly I was able to adapt to this situation and with the use of minimal encourages, such as the occasional `yes` and `uh huh` really allowed me to display to the client that I was fully engrossed and empathetic to the situation she was experiencing (Midwinter,2015).  During the session I was happy with how I kept paraphrasing back to the client every so often to show that I was paying attention and that I was engrossed in what she was telling me (Midwinter,2015) However during the halfway point of the session I was noticing how the client was circling the same subjects and using the same thing, I did not feel as if we were really getting anywhere other than surface level.  I could feel myself starting to become frustrated in that moment and starting to lose focus on the session and more on why the client was not giving me more. Obviously, this is not the correct reaction, but I think because it was an assessment setting you are more mindful of wanting to show what you have learnt over the time. I quickly moved past this feeling and reminded myself to think about how I could best direct the client. And get her to open up more it was at this point I used the solution-based focus method to enable the client the opportunity to expand on things she was feeling and how to deal with those feelings productively ( (Alasdair, 2011).  
On previous assessments the feedback has been that I try to problem solve for the client and do not allow the client to come to the answer themselves, I was mindful of that going into this session and I was pleased with my progression on how I manage myself in that situation.
The point in the session in the recording that I felt needed the most improvement was when I said “I notice you laugh when you talk about something that bothers you “ the client acknowledge that she does this but I do not feel as if I gave it an explanation to as why I said that and the significance of the client displaying this , when I watched it back it all most looked like I was calling her out in a negative way not in a productive way .  Also, during the session as mentioned before I move around more than needed and this could be distracting to the client at some points.
I felt that the video demonstrated Carl Rogers approach of being empathetic towards the client and be congruent throughout (Rogers, 1940), whilst using solution-based therapy techniques to bring more direction to the session. Overall whilst there is room for improvement, I was happy with how the recording went especially given the brand-new circumstances that COVID-19 has presented.
To sum up everything that has been said, I feel like the last three years have been far more beneficial than I had previously thought. At times during skills session, you can sometimes feel as if you are learning the same things over, but what I have learnt is the reason for this is to make it become second nature to you so it will require less thinking and flow more naturally.  I felt this during the session, that I was able to use different skills to direct the session and bring more focus to it and was pleased with my ability to do this. Even though there were things that were not   handled as well as I would have liked, even those moments gave me the opportunity to use skill that I had learnt to enable me to get the most I can out of the client. The use of empathy something that I have also developed over the last 3 years and really see the benefit of it being front and center throughout the session, sometimes I can come across quite hard and having to develop this skill has been one that has not only been beneficial to me in the continuing learning of counselling techniques but also within my personal life. As I mentioned before about getting frustrated when I felt like the client was not opening up as much or as fast as I would like was also a big moment; I often like to lead or control a situation but learnt very quickly that during these sessions it is not about that or me, but how comfortable the client feels to disclose what they want, and at also at their own pace.

As I go forward on this journey I hope to continue to learn and grow. I really would like to 
develop more of an understanding of solution based focused therapy as I feel like this is a side of therapy that could be beneficial to focus a client. I would like to be able to grow within myself to be more patient and to not lose focus when I feel like the session is not going the way in which I envisioned it. That comes down to personal growth as well as professional as it will require me to not always have control and accept that. Using the tool of reflexive writing is also something I would like to do more of, this type of writing after an event will help me stay accountable and will be a useful tool in helping me recognize what areas need working on and equally just as important what areas I do well in to continue to motivate me in my development going forward (Gibbs,1998). One of the final areas is the use of technology: due to COVID-19 no one is really sure as or when or what `normal` life will resume or look like and online sessions could be a permanent fixture in counselling going forward. I would therefore like to be more confident in how that works and to make adaptations that translate over a virtual session as they would in a face-to-face session between client and therapist.
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