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CNL-515 Topic 1: Practice Exercise Overview
It is one thing to read about counseling skills. It is another to practice the skills and learn from your practice. Skills like empathic responding, challenging, goal setting, and other counseling skills are like any other skill; you get better at them with practice. Every set of skills studied in this course will be important to master in your practicum setting. You will complete skills practice exercises for the skills presented in this course. Some of the skill practice exercises require that you work with a volunteer “client.” This will not be an actual client, rather someone you know who is acting as a hypothetical client. Other exercises will ask you to practice the skills on yourself. The more you can practice each of the skills with yourself and volunteers, the more you will enhance your skills. It is important for your volunteers to present hypothetical and not real problem situations. Often volunteers are family or friends and counselors must refrain from professional counseling with family or friends. When reviewing your skills in the class questions make sure you are using citations of scholarly sources and/or topic resource to apply the knowledge to your practice. Also, take the time during this class to review the discussion questions responses of others. When do people seem to be most effective in their interpersonal interactions? What do people do that does not seem very effective? Remember times you have gone to people for help. What was helpful? What interfered with the process? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]If you have a camera, videotaping yourself practicing the skills will allow you to review and critique yourself. Your honest self-assessment will be an essential part of your growth as a counselor. Pay attention to where the exercises are difficult. Notice points in the practice where you seem to run into problems. Pay attention to your tendency to rush in and “fix” things before you have established a solid relationship with someone. When does your desire to be a “good” counselor distract you from paying attention to the person you are helping? 
One of the essential skills of a good counselor is the ability to self-regulate. What is self-regulation? It is the ability to be relaxed and focused when you are working with people. When you become anxious, your sympathetic nervous system kicks in. When you are in sympathetic arousal, your cerebral cortex shuts down. You are no longer able to think clearly. A counselor in sympathetic arousal gets drained and leaves sessions exhausted. The client can also sense the counselor’s deregulation and that can increase the feeling that counseling is not a “safe” place. This is especially important because many clients come to counseling with a trauma history. Their nervous system is already activated and they are in a defensive mode. What does this mean? It means that you need to be able to regulate your own arousal by taking a few deep breaths, unclenching your muscles, and centering yourself when you go into a session with a client. The calmer you are, the more you can focus your attention on the client and be fully present in the session. This is especially important if you are dealing with a resistant client. Your ability to stay calm and centered offers the best chance to get past that client’s resistance. 
You also need to become very observant of the client’s body language. When you try to build a relationship, the client’s nonverbal behavior will let you know if you are accurately “tuning in.” If you use the wrong words, miss the client’s point, or challenge in an aggressive way, your client will give you cues by withdrawing or shutting down. This gives you the opportunity to self-correct. 
Most of you are going into the counseling profession because you want to offer people assistance in living better lives. Use this opportunity to refine your skills so they are ready for your practicum and internship placement and for your future life as a counselor.  
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