Recognition and Accreditation of Prior Learning
Reflective Essay
For the purpose of this essay, I will use Gibbs (1988) Reflective Learning Cycle to reflect on an aspect of individual professional practice, which requires development in preparation for my role as a future Head Teacher. Gibbs (1988) Reflective Learning Cycle recognises and encourages a clear description of a situation, analysis of feelings, evaluation of the experience and analysis to make sense of the experience to examine what you would do if the situation arose again.

Description:
I wished to undertake this module as a means of deep reflection and bringing together everything I have learnt over the past few year with regards to my role within school and the impact it has made on the professionals I work with and ultimately children’s learning; I wanted to ensure I was still learning and gaining new skills to best impact on all children within school. I am a passionate leader and wanted to acquire additional leadership skills which I could build on and share with the many professionals I work with. I have always loved to learn, it is something that is ingrained in me and fully understand that people learn in a magnitude of different ways, which is why I took on the masters to understand myself better as a leader and also learn something new about myself as a professional. 
I have always been ambitious; I have progressed through my career quickly as a result of continuous reflection in building myself up. It is evident that I have an outward enthusiasm for leadership and as a result I have learnt to reflect deeply on my trade and allowed me to have time to bring about change within my organisation. I am a self reflector and sometimes in my role struggle with the fact that I’m always on auto-pilot and just do as a result of not having the time to stop, pause, rewind and deeply reflect on any given situation. Being a leader and undertaking this module has provided me with ample time to reflect on my job role, my own innate biases and how I can improve within my role and my beliefs and vision in education. 

I chose professional learning to be the learning area I wanted to show case because I wanted to continue on the path of lifelong learning. It was of interest to me both personally and professionally. The master’s module has fulfilled the basic idea behind the term lifelong learning in that it is "deliberate, focused learning that occurs throughout a person's lifetime." I think the most valuable learning equips all individuals with the attitudes and skills to learn for themselves both in formal education and long after they have graduated. Being in this master's program has resulted in a confidence in my own abilities as a student of learning as well as being able to apply new skills and knowledge in my profession.


Feeling: 
My general feeling when starting the masters was excitement, enthusiasm, apprehension, anxiety back to enthusiasm, back to excitement. Reason being, I was apprehensive starting a master module as it had been a while since I left university and did not think I would be able to capture learning in an useful and valuable way for myself or others. For me, my initial expectations were that the masters would be time-consuming and that it would not be useful in a way forward for future learning but rather useful as a means of collating what I have learnt so far for other audiences. At first, I assumed I would ‘round up’ everything I have been a part of for the past few years and see how powerful it had all been and in fact, it had been! However, the most meaningful learning I have acquired arose from undertaking this masters module with likewise people all discussing work based learning in their school, subsequently, I realised during the process that I was acquiring new learning as a result of reflecting on prior situations with colleagues who all had one thing in common… learning!
Previous to undertaking the module, I always assumed I was an effective coach and mentor, that I knew the differences and could go into one role effortlessly. However, after experiencing first hand coaching, talking to experts of coaching, working with the mentors on the masters’ module as well as the range of different teachers across south Wales, I now realise I was only scratching the surface. After discussions with the other colleagues during our action learning sets, we invested time sharing experiences through mentoring and coaching. Each one had given me valuable insights that made me reflect and take on in reality. I truly believe you learn best by discussing and sharing experiences in a trusting and collaborative nature. This understanding of coaching techniques is essential to me as a learner and as a practitioner.
‘Neuroscience confirms that we learn through social interaction. Team learning and collaboration are central to the school as a learning organisation and to the pedagogical development of teachers and support staff.’ (OECD, What makes a school a learning organisation? 2016)
Subsequently, I have found out through this whole experience thanks to the close collaborations with other schools is that being a good or excellent teacher does not automatically qualify you to be a good coach. I have significantly developed my skills in coaching as a result and realise there are many factors to consider when undertaking the role. For example, you have to think deeply about the language you are using, consider your body language, think about your use of words, range of questioning, etc, so that it is not judgemental and focus on information. If the person being coached feels they are being judged it can put them off the experience, it is very easy to go from a good coach to turning the person off the whole experience.  This is something I am developing currently and I am trying to ensure I use techniques from this experience to develop others. My personal goal is to continue to work on being able to think on my feet as a coach, I am aware that each colleague has a different way of thinking and likes to be approached in different ways, what works with one won’t necessarily work with others. Finding the best approach for that person and what would be the best one to use at the precise moment to gain the best experience is my personal target.
For me, the most relevant aspect of this module was participating in the Action Learning Sets. This experience was unlike anything I thought I experienced before. I thought it was similar to solution circles which has been introduced in the teaching profession many times but never with conviction. I thought it was similar when it was first introduced, however, on reflection I feel action learning sets differed considerably from solution circles and had significantly improved my ability to reflect, problem solve and make decisions. Having experienced the action learning sets with real problems to solve and real experiences to listen to and reflect on, I now realise it has deepened my confidence in leadership and participation skills as we enabled all of the colleagues to talk freely in a established effective and mutually respectful working relationship and learn from each individual’s and collective experiences. 
Consequently, I have helped support a colleague’s professional learning by networking with another school as a result of the ‘wicked problem’ I discussed with my action learning group. The colleague is now successfully working with another school to help improve his experiences and leadership skills. Discussing ideas made me realise there are many ways of reading a situation. I was surprised by other people’s interpretations, but the ones who convinced me were those who did not make judgements, just focused on the information and wrote questions to help the situation. This made me think of the impossible problem in a slightly different way. 
I began questioning my thinking and how I always think the same way, which led me on to research and read about biases and after analysing my thought process I now question each time I feel I have come to a solution. I question whether it’s the most effective solution based on the situation or whether it’s down to my own biases.
According to some social psychologists, cognitive biases can make us process information faster, especially during dangerous circumstances. However, they also can lead us to make consequential mistakes. We all have unconscious biases. They are learned stereotypes that are automatic, unintentional, deeply engrained within our beliefs and have the ability to affect our behaviour. While this unconscious bias may seem innocent, problems can arise when unconscious biases make their way into workplaces. (Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman in 1972)

From my research, I have learnt that decision-making, belief, and behavioural biases can affect belief, leadership decisions, and my behaviour in general.
Therefore, I have begun to think about the unconscious biases I may have. I started to question the decisions I have made regarding colleagues in school and questioned why I made the decisions that I did.

Evaluation 
Although I’ve been a deputy head teacher for the past three years, I’ve experienced situations that maybe other deputies or even head teachers that have been in post for many years may have not experienced themselves. I believe having a title doesn’t automatically make a person a good leader. I passionately believe leadership is l learned and developed and that is what I’ve had the opportunity to do in my various roles in different schools. (James Kerr, 2013). 
During the module, I found myself inwardly questioning my role as a leader of teaching, as I came across many coaching articles and theories. I was surprised at how other members of the group, my school and other schools appeared to automatically trust that they knew how to coach because they were great teachers. This prompted me to read into what I now realise is as effective coaching and mentoring.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Because I work in education, where constant learning occurs, I felt I was comfortable in carrying this role out and I’ve been through my career always having a mentor or being mentored. I lean more towards mentoring because of the focus on learning and teaching. I realised after the action learning sets that I was not as comfortable with coaching in the mode of asking questions to guide the person into clarifying their views, values, goals, and strategies. Therefore, during this module, practising with real experiences from others, from discussions from educational professionals, I learnt how to use both roles effectively as and when necessary. I discovered I was able to use both strategies effectively in my school to help improve teaching. I discovered my work role currently allows me to be a good coach in order to bring about changes in the classroom through using video analysis as a stimulus to encourage professional dialogue. 
Consequently I have adopted the GROW model (Graham Alexander, Alan Fine, and Sir John Whitmore,1980)  of coaching to help facilitate professional discussions in performance reviews bringing the best out of my colleagues in a collaborative trustworthy two way interaction.  Subsequently, our colleagues in our school now feel empowered to be able to share what they are trailing, their reasons why, elaborate on success and articulate a way forward. Before the effective coaching, staff members would not be able to vocalise their experiences, or talk confidently about pedagogy as the discussions were not focussed or allowed them to do so. Difficult members of staff who always found themselves not talking about learning and would often wonder off the topic soon found their discussions being more meaningful and strategic as they were more solution focused. This has provided me with the confidence to be able to coach others to coach as a means of improving teaching throughout my school and the other schools I help support. 
 As a leader, I understand that your most important roles is to coach your staff to do their best. By doing this, you'll help them make better decisions, solve problems that are holding them back, learn new skills, and otherwise progress their careers.
After undertaking this module I feel fortunate enough to receive and build on formal training in coaching. I have learnt that many people have to develop this important skill themselves as I did prior to the module. This was daunting but from researching and speaking to a number of effective coaches I have now armed myself with some proven techniques, practice, and trust in my instincts and my aim is to eventually be the type of coach who can pull out questions and techniques from their sleeve as and when needed to bring about improvements. I have discovered that I need to work on my questioning as a coach, focus on my questioning and as a result of working with my action learning group, I have adopted the Socratic questioning technique within my leadership practise. I have found the Socratic Questioning technique is an effective way to explore ideas in depth. It can be used at all levels and is a helpful tool for all teachers. By using Socratic Questioning, I have been able to promote independent thinking in my teachers and give them ownership of what they are learning in their various roles.
Analysis
Undertaking the colour works behaviour profile (The Colour Works, 2013) was most definitely the turning point for me as a leader on changing the way I approached and thought about leading my colleagues.  The colour works provided me with information on my work style, how I interact with others and how I make decisions.  I shared my profile with the head teacher who subsequently then went on to create her own profile. With the benefit of greater understanding and trust, plus the common language of colour, we were able to speak honestly about some of the frustrations and identify practical solutions, responsibilities and a time frame to bring the school forward. I always thought the head teacher and I were very similar, however, after realising her colour was the opposite behaviour colour of mine, it made me dissect our working relationship and how we could use our interactions to better the way we lead the school together. 
The colour works learning profile gave me an insightful overview on my own personal style, the way I needed to interact with others, my decision making, how to communicate with my team as well as my overall strengths and possible weaknesses. It described my leadership skills accurately and how I have a team-centred style of leadership. I had not realised what my blind spots were until I read the profile. It started to make sense. The profile enabled me to reflect on my opposite types and how to approach my colleagues, how to communicate with them, it gave me the information I needed to be able to approach them effectively. I show yellow characteristics. Interestingly I have had two profiles created for me 5 years apart. One in 2013 when I first took on the role of leading teaching and learning and another profile in 2018 when I became a deputy head teacher. Both profiles show strong yellow characteristics but the latter one shows an increase in red characteristics. I have significantly improved my leadership skills and my understanding of how to best lead a team of teachers and I truly believe this has been as a result of my collaborations with different colleagues, carrying out action research, collaborations with educationists, my discussions with head teachers as well as successfully completing my national professional qualification in headship. 
 “Self awareness is a central part of learning – and also central to working with learners’’ Jacqui Turnbull, Coaching for learning, 2009. 
This part of the process has confirmed for me that we all of different behaviour types and in order for us to work effectively as a leadership team, the head and I thought we would have a profile for each member of our senior leadership team. Consequently, knowing our leadership team, how they best interact, what their needs are, what their strengths are, we have now learnt how to best engage each member and help them to maximise their leadership qualities and signature to help drive the school forward. 
After reflecting on my team- centred / people centred approach to leadership, I discovered it can be difficult to have this as a shared vision if the senior leaders in my school didn’t share this. Their colour works showed blue and red characteristics which was the opposite of my behaviours. However I truly believe that great leaders have many things in common. Perhaps the most important is that they put their people first. I believe that people centred leadership extends beyond the leaders themselves. Therefore to encourage my team to embrace people-centred leadership, I  felt I needed  to support the leaders through skill development, knowledge, tools, and processes. I needed to help our leaders to understand our staff and meet their needs. And ultimately, I needed them to create the mind-set to foster a culture shift that values people and learning. 

After reading research to help with this module by James Kerr in Legacy 2013, and Monday morning leadership by Valerie Sokolosky 2017,  I recognised that People-centred leaders focus on unleashing the power and potential of people and organisations for the greater good and to do so, they practice the key role of coaching. The foundational dimension of leadership is all about people, which means leaders need to have a profound understanding of, and skills in, human dynamics among individuals, leaders, and teams to engage and empower people. 
Conclusion 
I found self reflection to be incredibly difficult to document. It is not something we dedicate a huge amount of time to once we become a teacher. We do it throughout our teacher training and all of a sudden leave it at the school gate once qualifying! However, I believe it is the most important area of learning for a teacher in order to progress and learn their trade and promote my vision based on ‘continuous improvement’. 
I believe taking the time to reflect about one’s own teaching is one of the most effective ways to make positive changes in the classroom. Reflection is a deliberate and structured thinking process based on choices. It is an integral step to improving practice. Through reflection, teachers can look clearly at their successes and struggles and consider options for change that greatly impact on a child’s learning. 
I think developing a habit of self-reflection within a school’s culture will lead to a natural process of evaluation. Once teachers have the time to be able to self reflect and see the benefits they will be able to consider what is positive about their teaching. Because I am not yet confident about self reflection in a deeper way, I will now need to improve my skills in facilitating deep, meaningful self reflection.
This is why I felt having dedicated time to self reflect during the school day was valuable as it would be planned and not pushed away for something more pressing in a teacher’s life and it needs to be seen by all to be absolutely significant in any teachers, teaching assistant and leader’s life.
I have learnt that if teaching staff have the platform to be able to self reflect on their teaching, talk about teaching, and have the time to be able to put things into effect they will be better practitioners and this is why throughout each School Improvement Plan, I have ensured the process of self reflection in Teaching and Learning has pride of place.
The teachers have the platform to self reflect in school. I felt I learnt how to deeply reflect by collaborating with Sarah Loxdale about my learning areas. Prior to this I had spoken in many educational conferences to a wide range of educational professions about the process of implementing professional learning and change within my school’s organisation however; I never had the time to be able to reflect deeply about what worked and where I wanted the school to be. Meeting and discussing with the tutor, having the allocated time, discussing on the phone allowed me to grow in confidence and confirm why I felt so strongly about having professional learning organisations within the education profession. Having someone coach me, using coaching questions, allowing time to talk, gave me a better insight as to where I wanted the school to be. It not only captured the last few years of learning but it made me believe in my role and my abilities even further.  
Action plan
Due to the learning I gained whilst undertaking this module, the areas I wish to focus on is continuing to implement high quality Coaching and mentoring within the workplace. I wish to create a culture of coaching so that it becomes the norm within the school to bring about improvements in teaching. I have a belief that coaching a teacher on their lesson will bring about positive changes to their teaching which they are in control of as opposed to formal feedback after a formal lesson observation where they feel they are not being listened and being ‘done to’. This is the belief and culture I wished to have in the school. Where support is given in a non judgemental and supportive nature, working collaboratively together. This is difficult in my organisation currently as this vision is not embedded clearly and anything introduced seems to be taken as ‘another layer to my job’. Success would be to establish my school as a learning organisation which is what I am currently working on. 
A learning organisation is a place where the beliefs, values and norms of employees are brought to bear in support of sustained learning; where a “learning atmosphere”, “learning culture” or “learning climate” is nurtured; and where “learning to learn” is essential for everyone involved. (OECD, School as a learning organisation, 2017).
 I recognise that people have a hard time letting go of their old ways, old cultures, old practises as change forces them to transition into a new environment. This phase is filled with confusion and frustration. I’ve found that to get people to focus on critical priorities, helping them to embrace the new ways, systems, procedures and showing them how to take advantage of new opportunities helps for successful transition. 
As a result of this module, unpicking, unpacking and dissecting what I have learnt, it has definitely confirmed my aspirations for my future career in wanting to be a head teacher. I feel I am now ready for headship because I have the belief in knowing that people centred leadership, teaming learning, knowing your staff’s behaviours and leadership qualities, finding time to self reflect are all key components in leading a school to success. I have always had a passion for high quality teaching and learning and have always driven this aspect across the school by being a role model and leading by example. This aspect of school improvement has impacted considerably on improving teaching and learning across the school and other schools. I am able to use this passion to instil it in others.  I have a huge influence on people in my school, they trust me, I’ve built a trusting relationship over the years which is essential as I believe Leadership is all about relationships. I value all of our staff and share with them regularly how much I value them. I have empowered other staff members to take up leadership roles as a result of self reflection in their role and high quality coaching.
As a result of the masters and close collaborations with the work based learning group, I have gained the professional confidence and judgement to know the pace and ability of my staff, I understand when is a good time to press forward with a particular vision or strategy and conversely, I understand when my staff are not quite there yet and require further time to consolidate an idea. In this way, I feel I am part of the heartbeat of the school that dictates the workflow and workload for everyone. I am able to achieve this through effective two way communication; my colleagues have shared that I am a good listener and coach and as a result they feel comfortable turning to me for consultation and support, they find me very approachable.  I am able to share the vision of the school which I have helped to create with my staff and ensure they share in the journey and strategic direction we need to take. There is a clear focus on professional learning for all staff to develop high quality learning and teaching creating a culture of continuous improvement where our teachers are working together collaboratively to improve teaching together. 






	
