
Today I am going to be reflecting on some my personal and professional opportunities, experiences and influences that have led me to be standing here in front of you today.
Cotrell (2017) from poster
My academic journey to this point has been far from the traditional route, in fact I would say I have taken quite a circuits route to my current position. 
Experiences
A variety of simultaneous personal circumstances led me to leave school half-way through my a-levels and go straight into the world of work. Just some of the reasons for leaving was my uncertainty over what career I wanted in the future. Edwin et al. (2022) from poster.
Confusion and indecisiveness playing a part in my decision. Dumitran and Bersan (2016) from poster.
Lack of support and belief from teachers was another reason, some telling me that I would not amount to much in the future had a negative impact. None of my family had ever gone onto further or higher education and so parental support in terms of my academic progress was limited, my parents just wanted me to be happy and never pushed me or encouraged me to want more and as a result, it never occurred to me to want too either. I can reflect now on how those teachers have been a driving force in my progress since then, my desire to prove those teachers wrong and make my parents proud pushing me to do better.
[bookmark: _Int_GZEsHjHH][bookmark: _Int_AhEvEb2e][bookmark: _Int_5xXdaz45]I went into the world of full-time work, having worked part time since I was 14, I had already experienced working with a variety of people, some good, some not so good. Over the years I have had a range of roles including waitress, shop assistant, bar work, hotel cleaner and receptionist, hospital cleaner and tea lady, finally led me to a career in hospital pharmacy. I worked my way up from an assistant to a technician, to an aseptic technician, to a dispensary manager and to a patient support technician. All of these roles providing different skills and knowledge. 
[bookmark: _Int_GE4gpJtr][bookmark: _Int_EqaPyOfz]When I moved to Cardiff in 2005, away from my network of family and friend support, it was difficult to settle. Reflecting on that time I think I found it difficult because I had been so used to support around me and suddenly, having none was scary. None more so than when I had children. However, this was one of the most transformative experiences in my life to date. As soon as I became a mother, I knew I did not want to miss a second of watching my children grow up. I dedicated all of my children's early years to being a hands-on stay at home mum, watching and supporting them grow. I found it fascinating how they explored and interacted with the world around them. two quite different children, different learning styles, abilities, interests, personalities, I found it all fascinating. So much so, that it inspired me to change my career path to that of early years. So, they really did inspire and influence me, then and continue to do so now. As Curominds (2023) state becoming a parent can often result in a time of contemplation, reflection and re assessment, this was certainly true for me.
Learning Opportunities

Professional development as Nguyen (2018) states can improve skills, knowledge, understanding and attitudes. 
A recent professional learning experience for me was getting the opportunity to go to Reggio Emilia in Italy on a study week. Being immersed in the Reggio philosophy, the culture, the ethos, was an experience that has positively impacted my teaching. Reflecting on specific learning points from that opportunity, such as the obvious value placed on young children, the role of the environment as the third teacher and the freedom that children are provided was something that I can now educate my students on with real insight.

[bookmark: _Int_OIlqxN7Q]An academic experience that I would like to reflect on is the opportunity to attend the ECERA conference in Portugal last year jointly presenting some of the EY teams sustained shared thinking research. Being surrounded by like-minded peers, listening to other interesting research projects, and being immersed in professional discourse was an experience I will use to build on for future. I was so nervous, but the audience was so supportive that I will have more confidence if I ever get another opportunity. In relation to the same research, and as part of my professional development plan, is my aim to develop my skills in Conversation Analysis (CA). This is a method being used as part of the research project. I am new to CA, as are the rest of the team but what I know about it so far, I know I have the skills to be good at it, attention to detail and patience, I am looking forward to learning more from Amanda Bateman, our CA specialist.

[bookmark: _Int_bEriaxyl]Linking to research and again my PDP, is my desire to become more involved in Research informed practice, as Barends (2014) defines as decision making through rigorous and considered use of the available evidence, sought from a range of sources to increase the likelihood of a more favourable outcome. Ultimately, I want to improve things for children and families through my research activity. 
[bookmark: _Int_vC4DUtlS][bookmark: _Int_UGUqjgxI][bookmark: _Int_4zbzYlQs]I am continually learning from personal experiences, such as living with a chronic health condition that affects me every day. As Gamage, Dehideniya and Ekanayake (2021) state, personal learning opportunities, and values that we develop as a result of individual experiences, can influence a person's character. I can relate to this, I am a more determined, stronger, empathetic person as a result of my daily struggles.

Influences.
[bookmark: _Int_LyDUPrBf]When I think about the personal and family influences, I get quite emotional. My grandad is one, an English man having moved to Wales, passionate about its culture, always encouraged me to ‘keep the Welsh language up’. Even subscribing to a young person's Welsh medium magazine to support me. At the time, as a disgruntled young person, just nodded and smiled. He was right though, his encouragement and support led me to use my Welsh wherever I could, despite lacking in confidence and fearing judgement from first language speakers. My ability to speak Welsh allowed me to contribute to the Welsh Governments aim to achieve 1million Welsh speakers by 2050 (WG 2017). I did this as a practitioner in Early Years settings for several years. And if it were not for my ability to speak Welsh, I would not have secured my current post. 
Two of my biggest supporters, my children, influence me every day. They make me proud, dealing with their own adversities, and I learn from them as much as I hope they learn from me. 
I couldn’t reflect on influences without of course considering my long suffering husband, who gave two beautiful children, he gave me the opportunity to stay home with them, supported me through a change in career, doing my undergraduate degree whilst working full time, opening a brand new nursery during covid, and then changing roles again by becoming a lecturer and continuing to support me on this continuing academic journey I find myself on today.
I have reflected about family, friends, teachers, groups, colleagues old and new, media, and a whole host of other factors that have also influenced my development. Sadownik (2023) highlights Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system and how the various systems around and individual impact their development and I can relate to this on reflection of my own interactions. In terms of early years theory, I have always been drawn to that of Bronfenbrenner. His ecological systems theory epitomises, for me, what is important in development and that is those systems, those interacting and interconnecting relationships and the impact they can have on a developing child very much influences my own approaches. 

[bookmark: _Int_jGmKVWtU][bookmark: _Int_ogWkMnvz][bookmark: _Int_JiObxvB3]Professional influences, well I have had many of those, again, some good, some not so good. I have experienced both the positive and the negative effects of professional influences. One of those professional influences I must highlight today. When I first started in the university, I was allocated a mentor in Nat Macdonald, I am quite glad she is not in here today actually. Since then, Nat has supported, guided, encouraged and championed me, she has provided constructive criticism and been an exceptional role model and friend. Someone who, professionally I aspire to be like. I have made no secret of the fact that for a long time I have suffered from imposter syndrome in this role. When I was a student here, I put the likes of Nat, and the rest of my team, the likes of Alison, Glenda and Sioned on such a high pedestal that when I first started work here, I constantly found myself meandering around at the foot of that pedestal. But with Nat’s and the other wonderful female role models in our discipline (some of you hear today), I am slowly getting closer to the top of that pedestal. With Nat’s patient, supportive and professional approach to mentoring, I have developed, personally, professionally and academically. She continues to be an inspiration to me today. Kram (1988) highlights that effective mentor relationships can be transformational, and I believe that is evident in me and my growth in confidence. 

[bookmark: _Int_qgb6X3VF]When I consider theoretical influences, I look back at my own childhood experiences, one in now stands out. I remember telling my father, a skilled craftsman and boatbuilder, I wanted to build a bird house for the birds in our garden. He sent me off to his workshop, giving me free reign over his wood off cuts, screws, nails, glue and tools, something I was used to doing after regular expert guidance from him. Off I went and created my ‘masterpiece’, when I called him to come and see, I could see him pondering the contraption in front of him, and what I now know was probably a look of utter horror at the potential number of birds that could lose their lives as a result of using my bird house, was disguised as ‘wow, that looks great!’ I remember him taking me by the hand and leading back into the workshop, telling me he had some suggestions to make it even better! He took the time to guide, support, instruct and lead me. With comments such as what if we, or could we try. In no time at all we had a functional and much less of a death trap bird house. Little did I or he know at the time, by what was actually happening there was early learning theory, right there. Vygotsky’s more knowledgeable other, and Zone of Proximal development, Bruner’s Scaffolding and Piaget’s hands on learning to name just a few. This was just one of many childhood experiences that have influenced who I am as a person, a mother, a practitioner and as an educator. 
Gluck and Blucks MORE life experience model on how life’s experiences can be a catalyst for further learning. 

[bookmark: _Int_HuLDURuw][bookmark: _Int_YiZWCsCA]I have always been a reflective individual, it is probably one of my faults and can sometimes hold me back, over thinking and over analysing everything. I can relate to Dewey’s reflective model as it provides an effective framework to really analyse events in detail in order to be transformative Holdo (2020).
Positionality defined by Holmes (2020) as an individual's view of the world and their position in relation to research. I am still discovering what my own positionality is, I intend to use this degree to undertake extensive reading to support me with this.

Positionality
[bookmark: _Int_UnW4zzHi]I have come to understand that positionality is unique to the individual and can affect research. I may not know what my own positionality is just yet, I aim to read, research and explore this over coming months. 
