Reflective Essay
I first heard about the opportunity to do the Master’s programme through The Coaching Centre (TCC) in October 2019. I was curious about what would come next in my coaching journey, and I signed up to attend the webinar. However, I was in the process of packing up our home in Cape Town to move to London at the beginning of 2020. I was keen to hear about what the MA programme meant, but reflecting on the situation now, I was too consumed with the thought of our move to start thinking about further studies. 
Fast forward to 2021, when one of my friends from my TCC cohort happened to mention in passing that she was doing the Master’s programme. My interest piqued again, because I had now settled in London and felt like I had capacity to explore some formal learning options. I am also competitive and thought that if she could do it, so could I. 
I went onto the University website and found the contact details for the Master’s programme. I did not want to let on to my friend that I was curious about starting the programme, in case I decided not to go through with it. I emailed the generic email address twice, to no avail. I felt invested in the process already and eventually reached out to my friend. She kindly sent an introductory email to my tutor. 
My first meeting with my tutors was fantastic. I felt like I was back in the familiar surrounds of TCC with the way the meeting was conducted. I remember finishing the meeting and feeling excited about what this could potentially mean for me. I also felt like it needed to be now or never, because I had completed my TCC diploma in 2018. The Recognition of Accredited Learning (RAL) module only offered a 5-year window of opportunity, so I did not have much time left to consider other options. 
I felt ready to take on a new challenge; the last course I had done was a self-study course, followed by an examination on Agile Change Management that I had done earlier in 2021. I also love learning and felt excited about the potential to be in a formal learning environment. I also felt that since I was not coaching any clients at that time, this would provide me with the opportunity to continue to grow my coaching knowledge. I also wanted to prove to myself that I could do this level of study. I also realise at a level, that I was competing with my dad, who did his honours degree while working full-time. 
I have a lot of experience studying part-time; the only full-time study experience I have is that of my first qualification which I completed in 1997, National Diploma in Beauty Technology. Straight after I finished that, I got a full-time job and started to do my Bachelor of Technology in Post-School Education part-time, which I finished in 1998. I then completed my Certificate in Training Practice in 2007, followed by starting my Bachelor of Commerce in 2011. I was brought up with the underlying motivation to keep on growing and improving. Whatever the journey was, keep moving forward and do it to the best of my ability. 
One of the six core assumptions or principles of andragogy (Knowles et al.,1998) is that of ‘Learner’s Experience’. This principle discusses how adults bring their life experiences into their learning. Relating back to Borton’s (1970) framework and the question of ‘So what?’ has helped me to link Knowles’ (1998) principle of ‘Learner’s Experience’. Through the process of writing my learning areas, I was able to relate my experience of doing the TCC diploma to my continued practice as a coach, and my job as a business change manager, through asking the ‘so what?’ question. 
By signing up to do my Masters, it felt like I was going to prove to myself how capable and intelligent I was. To be able to do a Masters in Coaching and Mentoring ticked all the boxes. Coaching is my passion and will one day become my full-time career, so this seemed like the next step in my development of myself and my self-awareness.
During that first meeting with my tutors, I vaguely remembered them talking through the RAL process and what it involved. I did not think it would be too challenging a task to build the portfolio. I thought it would be similar to writing the learning journal as part of the final portfolio for the final assessment of The Coaching Centre (TCC) diploma. 
During the first few months of building my portfolio, I did not put in any effort. My tutor had mentioned a date for submission, which felt like months away, and I felt I had plenty of time to complete the Curriculum Vitae (CV) and Job Descriptions (JD). 
But the next tutorial focussed on identifying and building the learning areas. This required a shift in my thinking. At this point, I realised that this would take significantly more time than I had expected. It would also require more thinking and really getting down to the detail of what I had learnt over the last 5 years. It would also take more commitment to completing this than I had originally expected. 
During the first tutorial, my tutor introduced the different reflective models; Peters (1991) speaks about a four-step protocol called "DATA" (Describe, Analyse, Theorise, Act). Borton (1970) developed a Framework Guiding Reflective Activities. Gibbs (1988) developed a model of reflection. At the time, I understood them, but also did not really feel like they landed particularly well. I thought they were something to come back to later. However, when I had the tutorial about the Learning Areas, my tutor discussed the reflective models again. I realised at that point; this was not going to go away. I quite liked Gibbs’ model in that it included the feeling aspect. But it also seemed a bit long-winded to work through. 
What really spoke to me was Borton’s model. Borton’s model is made up of 3 stages. It starts with the question ‘what?’ first. As I started to work through the Learning Areas, I kept on consciously having to bring myself back to what it was that I had learnt. Often, this needed gentle teasing out by my tutor. I also realised, much later on in the process, that I was consistently using the word ‘noticing’. This is a term I consistently use in my coaching practice and in doing my business change role. I also use it consistently when giving someone feedback. However, noticing is very different to learning. My brain needed to shift into another gear to start replacing the word ‘noticing’ with ‘learning’. 
Once I grasped what it was that I had learnt, the next stage of Borton’s model asks the question ‘So what?’ I understood this to be what is the next level down and why was this important to me. The last stage in Borton’s model asks the question ‘Now what?’ My interpretation of this stage focussed on what did I do with the information that I now have and what difference did this make to me. This is the part I often left out. After many iterations of my first learning area, I finally got it. Partway through Learning Area 2, I noticed that when I started working on my learning areas again, I consistently asked myself those 3 questions. 
I like the simplicity of Borton’s model, and I felt that I was able to easily organise my thoughts when using it. Simplicity is important to me, and in my change management role, I am often having to take complex subjects and translate them into something simple that most people can understand. Because of this learned behaviour, I noticed that I was doing the same thing when writing my learning areas, and it was a key reminder of how Borton’s model really aligned to my thought patterns. 
Once the model was stuck in my head, I consistently used this model for the remainder of the process. The first challenge I experienced during the process of building my portfolio was learning how to write reflectively rather than descriptively. Alongside that, my previous pattern had been to write something once and submit it for marking. This had been a pattern throughout school and even as recently as doing my B.Com. The first time I had to start writing iteratively was when I developed my Coaching Framework document for the TCC portfolio for my final assessment. The purpose of this document was to describe the coaching model I had developed for coaching my clients. To be able to conclude my final assessment, the marker asked for a little bit more detail in my document. This reminded me of a work situation many years ago. I was writing training material and the team manager was an ex-schoolteacher. I submitted my documents for review, and he returned them to me with red lines through all of them. I was mortified. I had never had this experience before, and it made me angry initially and then I lost my confidence. Because my assessor was not particularly clear about what further information she needed in the document, there was plenty of back and forth until I understood what she needed from me. I found this process very painful, so the thought of multiple iterations as part of the RAL process filled me with dread. 
With this feeling in mind, I noticed that I was putting off starting my learning areas for as long as possible. I had successfully avoided completing my CV and JDs before starting the learning areas, in the hope they would go away. Sadly, I had to revisit them once I completed my learning areas, because they did not go away. Initially I struggled with the feeling of not being good enough. Up until this point, I had always delivered work that was good enough, never stellar because that required significant effort on my part. 
In developing my self-awareness, I have noticed that I struggle with anything that is going to require significant effort. This has been a pattern throughout my life, which culminates in my delivering something that is good enough. Carol Dweck (2017) in her book ‘Mindset’, shares how a fixed mindset or a growth mindset determines our success. She noted that praising children for their intellect does not boost their self-esteem and could often jeopardise their success. I only came across this research very recently, but it resonates with me. This research has helped me to persevere with this RAL module, even when I have felt like quitting. 
Although my tutor’s comments were fair and gentle, I still felt inadequate. I soon realised that this process would be iterative until I had started to write reflectively, succinctly and really spell out my learning. I felt like an imposter and that I did not have what it was going to take to complete this portfolio. Clance and O’Toole (1987) describe imposter syndrome as high performing people tend to feel like their success has come by accident, or they were just lucky. They often feel like they are about to be found out, or they are going to fail. 
I felt like I did not have what it takes to get through this process. It took many conversations with myself and coaching conversations with my partner, to keep going initially. Every time I had a tutorial, I would come away from the session feeling fired up and confident about diving back into my learning areas and trying again. However, when I sat at my desk that weekend, those feelings of inadequacy cropped up again. I fell into old patterns of procrastination and would often spend hours at my desk doing everything but my work. This is also one of the defence mechanisms of the Enneagram 9, called numbing out. “Nines demonstrate the universal temptation to ignore the disturbing aspects of life and to seek some degree of peace and comfort by ‘numbing out.’” (Riso and Hudson, 1999, p.317)
Once I learnt that the requests for more information and insight were not due to my inadequacy, I resigned myself to the fact that this would be an iterative process to ensure I delivered my best work. My thoughts and feelings about the process shifted to allow me to expand my depth of learning. I no longer feel like requests for more depth equal my being not good enough, which has removed a significant amount of pressure off myself. 
The second challenge I experienced was that of deadlines, or more accurately initially, no deadlines. 
As mentioned earlier, my tutors had mentioned an initial date for submission of the portfolio. However, it seemed far away and that I would have plenty of time to do what I needed. When I was meant to be working on my CV and JD, I would have a tutorial with my tutor, but I did not commit to delivering a piece of work by a specific time. By the time the deadline was approaching, I suddenly woke up. It came as a shock to the system that the deadline was around the corner, and I was not anywhere near ready. That first deadline came and went, followed by another one a few months later. 
When I missed the second deadline and had to log a claim for extenuating circumstances, I got the bolt of reality I needed. To log this claim, I needed supporting evidence from my line manager, which indicated that because of work pressures, I was not able to dedicate the time to my studies. I felt embarrassed and made up my mind, that I would not end up in the same situation again. 
At this point, I started to commit to delivering pieces of work by specific dates. I always work better under pressure and having a deadline to submit by, really helped me to put in the time. This process provided the level of structure I needed to start meeting my deadlines. I have learnt that I can apply myself to this process and sit through the discomfort of it. I have learnt that I need to dedicate large blocks of time to doing this work. For example, I started committing every Sunday to being my writing day. This helped to create a routine for me which made it easy to stick to. Fortunately, my partner is supportive of my studies, so was onboard with this decision. 
Although I have largely felt supported by my tutor in this process, there have been times when I felt unsupported. As mentioned above, I got into the habit of working on Sundays and setting deadlines to deliver pieces of work. Once I started to write reflectively, I was still unsure of myself, so I did not want to continue further with a piece of work in case it was not right. There were a few times when I showed up for a tutorial only to find my work had not been reviewed. I was disappointed by this and frustrated that I had upheld my end of the bargain, only to be let down on the other side. 
What I learnt from this experience is that I needed to keep going.  I would recontract for another date to deliver the next piece of work and hope that it would be reviewed in time. This process helped make me become more self-reliant and resilient in terms of the quality of work I produced. This process can also be aligned to the experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984). 
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Figure 1: The experiential learning cycle (Kolb, 1984)
My experience of not having my work reviewed in time led to me identify my feelings about it. This then meant I reflected on the process and started to think about what this meant for me. This led to me changing my thoughts and feelings on the process, and continuing to write, rather than stop working until I received some direction, which was my earlier process. So that process helped me to move around the full learning cycle, which helped to cement my learnings. 
I also found that this module challenged my learning style. Based on Kolb’s Learning Styles Inventory (1984), I had high scores for both Active Experimentation and Concrete Experience. I therefore have the accommodator learning style, meaning” the greatest strength of this orientation lies in doing things, in carrying out plans and tasks and getting involved in new experiences.” (Kolb, 2015, pp.86) The converse of this was that I scored low on the observations and reflections part of the learning cycle. Since this RAL module required deep reflection, my learning style was challenged again. In Learning Area 2, Learning Outcome 1, I discuss how I developed the ability to reflect during the TCC diploma. I am glad I had that foundation because I found this process of building my RAL portfolio significantly challenging. I can only begin to imagine how much more challenging it would have been, had I not had that foundation. However, I have learnt that I have the ability to reflect deeply, and I am grateful that this process has helped me to develop that skill, as hard as it has been. 

Reflecting on this process, I have learnt that as a new coach, I had wrapped up so much of my coach worthiness into whether a client renewed for a further set of sessions, or not. With clients these days, I recommend contracting for 8 sessions, however, I am also more open to the possibility that deep shifts can come from just 1 session if a client is ready to make the shift. Ultimately, I want to teach my client the skills for them to self-coach and not need me anymore. Batista (2013) talks about self-coaching as a process for managing our personal growth and development, particularly during periods of transition, in both the personal and professional context.  

At one point I tried to do 1 hour of work each morning before work, but that does not allow for my process of settling down to do the work. I have been aware of a routine throughout most of working life, that starts with me scanning the news once I get to my desk, followed by checking my emails and my diary to see what lies ahead of me for the day. What I have learnt through this process of building my portfolio is that this ‘routine’ is my way of settling into something, whether it be my studies or my workday. This process has allowed me to identify and accept that part of myself and know that I need to plan for that in future, whether it be for my studies or work.
One thing I am not very good at is actioning the things I want to do for me. This is an old pattern and is part of my Enneagram make-up. Enneagram 9’s are often referred to as lazy, but it’s a laziness towards themselves in the form of self-forgetting. “Concurrently, Type 9s develop inertia (self-forgetting) about their own priorities and limits.” (Daniels, 2023) Referring back to Borton’s model, so what? This self-forgetting is one of my blind spots and is one of the hardest to overcome. However, once a deadline is in place, I have the ability to focus on what I need to achieve the outcome I want. For the last month ahead of my TCC final assessment, I told my partner that I would be working over the weekend and would not be available during the day, so any social commitments we had needed to happen in the evenings. I did the same thing when studying for my B. Com exams. 
But this process has helped me to focus on my desire to complete this degree. I have been clear about the time needed to do this, even though it impacts my partner. I have been able to articulate what support I need through this process too. I have learnt that my needs are important and that by articulating them, the important people in my life know what I am thinking and can support me in the way I need them to. This learning has helped me to realise that identifying and articulating my needs is not that hard to do. This has allowed me to start expressing my needs in other aspects of my life, which means I am starting to show up fully in those aspects of my life. 
Linked to this is the fact that once I am deep in my writing, I start enjoying the process. But it takes time to get stuck into it, which means it is not something I can dip in and out of. I have also learnt that the more challenging the ask, the more frequently I need a break. However, the break cannot be too long, otherwise I do not go back to my work. This is a pattern that echoes in my work life too, but I have not been able to articulate it so clearly. This is again linked to the Enneagram 9 self defence mechanism of numbing out. 
Another thing I have learnt about myself as part of this process is that I ruminate so much about the things that make me feel uncomfortable. There is no relief until I share the thoughts out loud with myself or others. I have learnt that if I do not share those thoughts, I become passive aggressive and start to feel resentment about the situation. This process has reminded me of the fact that voice journaling is a very useful tool to help me coach myself. 
I used voice journaling extensively during the TCC diploma. To ground myself each day, I would do a guided mediation. On my drive in to work in the morning, I would voice record what had come up for me during the meditation and reflect on the Enneathought for that day. When my tutor mentioned that it would be beneficial to have a learning journal through this process, I remembered about voice journaling. As Borton (1970) would ask, so what? I used voice journaling through this process to document my learnings, which ultimately have input into this reflective essay. 
Perhaps the most profound learning I have had through this process has been integrating my Enneagram 5. The Ennea 5 is known as the ‘The Investigator’ according to The Enneagram Institute. “They are always searching, asking questions, and delving into things in depth.” (Enneagram Institute, 2021)
My pattern of old has been doing enough to skim the surface, to get by. This has translated to doing all my assignments for my undergraduate degree the night before they were due. It meant cramming in my studying, days before the exams. I would learn enough to get through and that was it. Linking this to Kolb’s adult learning theory, it is evident that I never completed the learning cycle, hence why not much information stuck. 
Through this process, I have been encouraged to dig deeper, to investigate further, to ask more questions of myself, and to not skim the surface. This process has helped me to start integrating the positive qualities of the Ennea 5 type, which before this point had felt unavailable to me. Like the reflective process, this now feels like a button I cannot turn off. 
My portfolio has focussed on my journey to becoming a coach and how that skillset has supported my work as a Business Change Manager. But it has got me reflecting on aspects of my job and how this skillset has informed that. I refer to this extensively in Learning Area 1, Learning Outcome 3. However, I have done further reflection since then. 
What I have learnt is that my coaching skillset has gone far further than I expected to add value to my business change skillset. While chatting with a like-minded change manager the other day, she reminded me how I am consistently applying different coaching models to my business change work. How I am weaving in coaching skills to working with my colleagues. An example of this happened last Thursday. I am working on a challenging project where there is not a lot of trust within the project team. I met with the project sponsor as I regularly do and she pointed out some challenges she was having with the team, specifically that the business analyst in the team did not appear confident in her role. 
I had noticed recently with the business analyst, that whenever she was nervous or stressed about something, she wrung her hands. The business analyst asked for my help in preparing for an important workshop on Friday. After discussing some ideas with her, I asked her if I could provide her with some feedback. I reflected some of the language she uses when she is not sure, as well as what I had noticed about her hands. On Friday morning, she connected with me briefly ahead of the workshop. She told me that based on the feedback I had given her on Thursday, she had moved the angle of her webcam. I could no longer see her hands. So even though she may be doing her self-soothing technique, no-one else would be able to see it. She had also thought about the language she uses and wrote herself a script to set the tone for the workshop. Both of these small actions allowed my colleague to show up in a more confident way. 
My coach training gave me the tools to notice what is being said and unsaid, and to feed this information back to my clients. But this process of developing my portfolio has allowed me to fully integrate my coaching techniques into my role as a business change manager. 
This process has confirmed what I already knew, although I was operating at the Unconscious Competence phase of the Conscious Competence model, a reflective competence model. By using Borton’s (1970) stage 3 question, ‘so what?’, I was able to take myself back to the Conscious Competence stage of the Conscious Competence model, to reflect on the learning that I had acquired and integrated since starting the TCC diploma. 
When I first started building my learning areas, it had not occurred to me that one of them could focus on my development as a coach. It was only after the tutorial and some prior examples were shared with us, that I realised I could include that. It came as a great relief, because I did not think that I would have enough to write about otherwise. 
The formulation of my learning areas took quite a while to develop. I had initially decided that one learning area was going to focus on my development as a coach, and the other on the Enneagram. However, once I got into the detail, I realised that based on my current knowledge of the Enneagram, I felt I only had enough knowledge to focus one learning outcome on that. I found Learning Area 2 particularly tricky to write. My tutor suggested that I would have enough material to focus the whole learning area on reflective practice in coaching, although I was not sure. The focus of the learning outcomes changed a few times but after consulting with my TCC peers, I managed to get some clarity about how to construct the learning outcome. 
I was quite a way into the process before I fully grasped how to reference evidence and when to use it. However, I have more than enough content to use as evidence. I think that one of the more challenging aspects was to decide what evidence was appropriate when. I learnt that initially I was less willing to share my more vulnerable pieces of content, but I wanted to remain true to my value of authenticity. Once I recognised that, I became more comfortable with the thought of that content being shared outside the safe container that was TCC. 
As mentioned in Learning Area 1, Learning Outcome 1, a piece of advice I was given at the beginning of the TCC diploma was to find one thing that resonated with me, and stick with it. This turned out to be the Enneagram for me. I was surprised that I did not feel confident in my knowledge to write a whole learning area on the Enneagram, but I do think that this is an area of my coaching practice I want to focus on in the future. The Enneagram is such a complex system that for many people, it became their life’s work. 
I feel that the Enneagram has helped me to become a better coach, because it has helped me to develop a deeper understanding of people’s subconscious motivations. According to Integrative Enneagram Solutions (2023), the Enneagram offers people an opportunity to develop their self-awareness. If I were to describe my coaching niche, I would say that my focus is on helping my clients build their self-awareness and personal mastery. Along with the Integral+ coaching framework I use in my coaching, I think the Enneagram goes a long way to support helping people understand themselves better. 
To support my development in the Enneagram, I want to do the Integrative 9 Enneagram Solutions Level 2 training, which focuses on using the Enneagram in teams. Coupled with this, I want to complete a certification in Team Coaching to support this Enneagram work. The combination of these 2 training courses will help me to take the next step in my development as a coach and will likely support my work-based project. 
While growing up, my dad was very focussed on us being the best we could be. This focus extended to continually learning. My dad studied part-time for a large part of his early career, culminating in an Honours degree. I feel this value of consistently learning and growing has been deeply entrenched in me. This Master’s programme is now the 3rd degree that I am doing part-time. As mentioned earlier, I did not think that with my early career decisions that I would be in the position to do a Master’s degree. I think that my commitment to this programme has proved to me that I am capable of doing this and have the stamina to continue. I think it has also shown me that even though things may get uncomfortable, if I stick with it, I can make it through to the other side. 
I currently have 2 careers that I am actively pursuing, that of business change manager and a coach. I am about to move into a permanent position as a specialist business change manager at the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) where I have been contracting for the last 10 months. This is going to be a significant shift for me since I have been contracting for the last 17 years. I have enjoyed the freedom that contracting brings, and with it the opportunity to work in different sectors and on different projects. However, building this portfolio has helped to clarify what work I would like to do in the future. 
10 months ago, I was hired to roll out the Supporting Accessibility Needs (SAN) project at the FCA, which focussed on ensuring all technology we created or procured was accessible for all. This was a strategic project that spanned the whole organisation. It was what I refer to as a ‘hearts and minds’ project, meaning we needed to appeal to people at a human level to get their buy-in. We over-delivered our scope, even developing a mandatory e-Learning training module on Digital Accessibility. We got some fantastic feedback from people across the organisation about how important this project was to them, and the difference it would make in their lives. Once our project closed, we handed over a recommendations paper to the newly established Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) team. 
I started working with the DEI team while doing the SAN project, as they managed one of our stakeholder groups. They had recently got a new manager, and when I was invited to a few meetings, I heard how he spoke about mindfulness and coaching, and how these things were important tools for the organisation. I liked what he had to say and was glad that he was starting to have these discussions with his team. Through this exposure, I really started to explore what meaningful work I was interested in. 
I had known for a long time that I far prefer working on projects that have a great sense of purpose. This was born out of the opportunity to work on the YES project at Woolworths. I also know that as a contractor, I did not have a choice about which project I would work on, I would be placed where the demand is, regardless of whether this aligned to my values. My desire is to move into the DEI space to start delivering change there. I feel that this area is more aligned to my personal values. An opportunity arose to be a committee member of my department’s DEI strategy implementation team. I jumped at the opportunity to explore this further. One of the strategies I suggested to improve our DEI was to establish a formal coaching culture within the company. 
So, my desire to work in the DEI space and to establish a coaching culture drove me to explore a permanent role. Once established in my role, I will have more freedom to work on projects that are more aligned to my skillset and values. Although I am not in my permanent role yet, my line manager has already decided to move me off my current projects into something more aligned to my skillset. Since I will need to focus on more than just my projects in my permanent role, I can start to have conversations with the DEI team about establishing a coaching culture to benefit all FCA colleagues. By establishing a coaching culture, I can formally start using my coaching skills to deliver coaching, rather than just weaving those skills into my change management practice. 
I feel like I have grown significantly through this process. My partner has mentioned how she has noticed my growth a number of times. One of the core comments she made has been on how my reflective capacity has developed. I have always had great intuition and a good deal of self-awareness, with my self-awareness developing hugely during the TCC diploma. My intuition and level of self-awareness meant that I bypassed a few core steps in the TCC diploma, but my blind spots would trip me up. This RAL module has significantly improved my reflective capacity. It has helped me get into the reflective space without being prompted. It has given me the opportunity to reflect on all aspects of my life and has held significant importance in the work that I do. It has helped me to work better with challenging stakeholders, and it has helped me to support my colleagues. I have noticed that my line manager, and others, have started asking for my insights into situations, to help them build a better picture of the situation. 
Overall, this process has been tough and rewarding. I have appreciated the opportunity to reflect on my learnings and experience over the last 5 years. I have often been surprised by how much I have grown. As Borton (1970) says, now what? I feel like I have the grit and determination to continue my journey with my Master’s and see what further learning opportunities arise. In the words of Elizabeth Gilbert, onward!
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