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Critical reflections of my work placement as a Coed Lleol activity assistant
Introduction
Reflective thought was first introduced by Dewey (1938, p.20), who suggested ‘[image: ]there is an intimate and necessary relation between the proves of actual experience and education’. Gibbs (1988), developed this idea, creating the cyclical theory of learning by doing, where the evaluation of practical experiences, promotes learning and knowledge that can then be practically applied in future scenarios. In the context of this work placement, applying this theory, will allow me to identify my strengths, weaknesses, and skill development, that can be taken forward to improve my professional practise within outdoor education. Evidencing this, experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984), shows reflection ‘facilitates ongoing personal and professional learning, and creates and develops practitioners capable of demonstrating their progression towards learning outcomes and required standards’ (Helyer, 2015, p.15). Reflecting on this opportunity will allow me to understand the decisions made and the lessons I have learnt, which will have implications on my future practise.
Prior to starting my work placement, I conducted a SWOT analysis, establishing I had good physical fitness, qualifications in safeguarding and outdoor first aid and some relevant practical experiences volunteering outdoors. I felt personal weaknesses included a lack of experience in the sector and holding no national governing body qualifications, such as the lowland leader award, which requires skills such as navigation and a knowledge of ecology (Mountain Training, 2024). Gaining this qualification was therefore set as a longer-term goal to be achieved by the time I left university. I also felt my confidence working in groups and verbal communication could be improved. Threats to my progression were identified as a lack of contacts and the seasonal nature of outdoor work potentially making it difficult to obtain experience opportunities. 
Originally, my work placement ambitions were to gain an insight into the day-to-day nature of a practical environmental conservation role, such as a national park or countryside ranger, as I wanted to assess whether this would be a suitable pathway for me after university. I wanted to learn more about this career, as the often independent and manual nature of these positions appealed to me, as I felt I lacked confidence in social settings. The opportunity to have a positive impact on the environment was also important and I therefore wanted to work with organisations such as Pembrokeshire National Park, National Resources Wales, or The Wildlife Trust to make a meaningful difference. I wanted to develop practical skills, specific to the conservation sector and expand my geographical and biological knowledge. Working outside in all weathers was something I enjoyed in previous employment, and I hoped to experience varying responsibilities which would require initiative, rather than following the same routine every day. Overall, my view on the career avenues outdoor education offered was quite limited, as I had only considered conservation, teaching or instructing prior to this work placement. 
Reflecting by applying Gibbs theory of learning (1988) will allow me to see the journey from then to now, identifying what, why, when, and how changes to my understanding and practical skills within outdoor education came about, enriching and informing my future professional praxis.

Description
Contacting the conservation companies I originally hoped to gain a work placement with was difficult, due to the time of year and the competitive nature of these opportunities. I did however manage to gain a voluntary role with Coed Lleol, a charity which aims to ‘improve the health and wellbeing of people across Wales through woodland and nature-based activities’ (Coed Lleol, 2024). My placement specifically involved working with vulnerable adults who had received green social prescriptions, aiding with the running of a six-week programme of outdoor sessions based around Spring, at the Green Health Hub at Cynefin. 
I worked alongside the well-being officer Becky Brandwood-Cormack, and the different activity leaders running each session, depending on their outdoor specialism. There were between four and sixteen participants at each session, contingent on the weather and if they felt able to attend. After completing additional safeguarding training and an online induction explaining more about working with vulnerable groups, my responsibilities involved setting up chairs and equipment before participants arrived, starting the communal fire, welcoming participants to sessions and encouraging them to get involved in activities, before tidying away once everyone had left.



Feelings
Beginning the placement, I felt apprehensive about working with vulnerable adults as nature-therapy and green well-being was an area I knew little about and had not previously experienced. This was also a sector I was slightly sceptical of; in terms of the impact, it would be able to have on people’s well-being. I was nervous about lacking the ‘soft’ skills within the position, as I wasn’t the most confident communicator, despite feeling very well supported by my mentors. From theory within our course, I knew that interpersonal intelligence and the ability to ‘understand and relate to other people’ was an important leadership skill, noted in Gardener’s theory of multiple intelligences (1983, p.11). Initially I felt excited at the prospect of learning a range of practical outdoor skills including fire-lighting and campfire cooking, wood whittling and foraging, as I wanted to build on my bushcraft and ecological knowledge.
After the first session, I felt much more relaxed as my mentor gave me simple responsibilities to start with such as making hot drinks for participants, whilst the natural structure of the sessions with everyone introducing themselves and saying how they were feeling at the start, made me feel at ease. Throughout the experience, I felt more confident in my verbal communication as I got to know the regular participants, with one lady telling me ‘You really helped me today’ (appendix 1, 16th April 2024) later into the placement, making me feel proud that I could make a difference. The clear instructions from my mentor and the activity leaders made me feel comfortable in what was expected of me, and I became less nervous, learning to enjoy helping participants with the activities.
After completing my placement, I feel more competent in a range of practical skills and more confident in my interpersonal practices. I am now more willing to try things I don’t feel completely proficient in and can recognise the impact and importance of green prescriptions on people’s mental well-being. 

Evaluation
This experience was positive, as I was introduced to a new sector of outdoor education and deepened my understanding of how nature can be used to benefit vulnerable people’s mental health. The location at Cynefin showed the possibilities available when working with a relatively small green space and how much versatility and opportunity it afforded. This was great as it taught me to be more resourceful and open-minded about the environment around me. It also helped me with my practical progression as the wide-ranging activities meant I developed fire-lighting skills and learnt more about ecology and bushcraft through pond-dipping, making natural cordage, paints, and charcoal (appendix 2). The mentors I worked with were friendly and willing to provide further knowledge regarding safety procedures when working with fire and tools such as knives. It was interesting to see a real-world application of nudge theory (Thaler and Sunstein, 2009), as longer-lasting positive behavior changes were encouraged but not pushed on participants, such as healthier eating through cooking and foraging and introducing more physical activity through guided walks, which was something notable that I would like to take into my future practice (appendix 3). 
A negative of this experience was the inconsistent weather, which caused some sessions to be adapted and taken indoors, reducing the hands-on outdoor knowledge I hoped to gain. This did however teach the skill of adaptability and using your initiative, whilst reinforcing the fact that poor weather will be a difficulty faced in every outdoor career. Additionally, I felt I couldn’t make much of a difference and felt slightly unnecessary during my first session. I didn’t have the initial confidence to encourage participants to engage in the painting task they were doing, as they were all in their own individual groups (appendix 4). However, after speaking with my mentor, she gave me some helpful feedback on how to improve. Another factor I struggled with was the emotional side to this placement which I had not previously considered. I sometimes found it difficult hearing the struggles the participants were facing, but looking retrospectively, I think it has deepened my empathy and highlighted a different way the outdoors can provide escapism and meaningful experiences for people. 

Analysis
Breaking these evaluations down, I feel I did well at pushing myself to communicate more proactively, as I knew from my induction and previous theory, that making people feel welcome and part of the group was a key skill. Ryan and Deci’s (2000) self-determination theory proposes satisfying the basic psychological needs of relatedness, competence and autonomy are important, which I tried to facilitate by building rapport with the participants as they returned each week. This was confirmed at my last session where my mentor told me she thought I’d ‘really come out of my shell’ (appendix 1, 7th May 2024) which made me recognise how far I’d come.  I feel I have really improved my ‘soft’ skills throughout this experience. A meaningful event being assisting a lady when whittling sycamore whistles where I was able to aid her without taking over the activity, allowing her to feel a sense of pride when it worked effectively. This relates to self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1977), which explains how self-confidence can be promoted through encouragement and allowing ownership over an activity. 
I feel I didn’t do so well at developing my practical outdoor skills. Whilst it was great to touch upon many different activities, I felt I didn’t gain a deep understanding of any, as the sessions were so varied. I could have also been better at communicating confidently to the whole group as while one-on-one communication improved, I still struggled with this towards the end of the placement. Bass (1985) proposed the concept of ‘Inspirational Motivation’, which I still need to work on. This involves understanding your authenticity and confidence as a leader to inspire self-determination in others.
I feel I have learnt a lot from observing the practise of my mentor and the other activity leaders, relating to social learning theory (Bandura, 1977). Their communication styles and decisions as to when to lead autocratically, with full control, or democratically to allow more freedom (Lewin, Lippitt and White, 1939) are skills that I hope to transfer to my own future practise. They manged risk whilst still allowing participants to have autonomy over the session. I took inspiration from their ability be flexible in dynamic leadership scenarios like when the weather was poor, relating to conditional outdoor learning theory (Priest and Chase, 1989) where leadership can be shifted depending on the conditions of favourability.  
Overall, I don’t think my experience went as expected, as I went into it knowing the theory behind the well-being benefits of nature, but without realising the real-world applications it could have. For example, in a session drawing fractal flower patterns out of charcoal pencils we had made, I got to experience first-hand the restorative break nature can provide from modern life (An Darach, 2023, appendix 5). I also didn’t expect it to be as emotionally impactful as it was. A talk with my mentor about the background research needed to gain funding for the activity sessions taught me a lot about the behind the scenes running of outdoor charities and provided proof of the stress-reducing nature of outdoor activities (Ulrich, 1991), especially for those facing crisis (Ottosson and Grahn, 2008).  



Conclusion
After reflecting on this experience, I feel I could have done some things differently. I should have utilized the knowledge of the activity leaders more by asking questions about their techniques and specialisms, allowing further development of my practical skills and knowledge of flora and fauna. I also would have pushed myself to be more confident in my communication earlier on, as I feel I wasted a few sessions before I could fully gain experience as an outdoor group leader. 
From this placement I have learnt I am capable of being confident working with others and that I can overcome weaknesses such as my verbal communication skills. I have really enjoyed working with people and have found it more rewarding than expected. I have found I can work with different demographics and am good at using my initiative and providing support for others through small and often overlooked actions. Bushcraft has become an interest and I have found I am a fast learner.
Ater completing this experience I have learnt from others that you don’t have to be an expert to be able to help people or make a positive difference, which has removed some of the importance I placed on developing practical skills previously. I have learnt that my own and others performance is better when activities are planned and prepared adequately beforehand and when they are empathetic and welcoming towards participants. 
Overall, this placement has been a transformational experience with immense value for my personal professional development, opening my eyes to a new field of outdoor education which has potential to have a beneficial impact on future salutonogenic healthcare. 

Action plan
In the future I will go into new experiences more open to developing new skills and asking questions to learn from others. I hope to carry forward my interpersonal skills and be more proactive in building rapport with participants. The outcomes and competencies I now need to focus on are becoming more confident managing larger groups and expanding my communication skills with individuals. Overall, I believe working with Coed Lleol has been extremely beneficial and I am therefore going to continue volunteering with them this and next year to learn from the wide range of activity leaders they employ. I hope to gain a deeper understanding of specific bushcraft skills, as I think these could be improved through further consistent practise.

	Action plan

	Goal
	Target date of achievement
	Purpose

	Coed Lleol Well-being walk leader training
	July 2024
	Gain qualification and build on my ‘soft’ skills and confidence in group communication.

	Lowland leader NGB award
	June 2025
	Develop my practical navigation skills, knowledge of ecology and group management capabilities.

	Well-being in nature practitioner qualification (Reconnect in Nature, 2023)
	September 2026
	Develop competency and training within this sector and experience working with vulnerable groups.



Summary
Driscoll (2000) suggested it is important to use reflective practise, not only to describe an event but to identify what the purpose of the reflection was, and what was significant about it, before using this to determine what to do next.
The purpose of reflecting on this placement was to see the journey my ideas, skills, and professional practise have taken since my original focus statement. This allows me to make more informed and deliberate future actions towards my career in outdoor education.  Before this experience I wanted to go into a practical environmental conservation career requiring solo-working and independence, as I felt my lack of confidence in communication meant I would be better suited to this kind of work. However, this placement has completely re-routed this idea, as I have enjoyed working with people and found it extremely rewarding. I’ve discovered I possess skills like empathy and emotional intelligence, and through working with vulnerable adults, I have realised there are many ways to make a meaningful impact, not just environmental conservation. This has broadened my initially limited view of the range of outdoor careers available. This placement has increased my appreciation of the environment and reignited my passion for working in nature.
Both others and I have recognised my increase in confidence, especially in verbal communication and being pro-active. A positive aspect of this I now understand the value in small welcoming actions. Furthering this, I previously thought the biggest thing hindering me professionally was my lack of technical skills, and whilst this remains an area of improvement for myself, this experience has highlighted the equal importance of developing ‘soft’ skills. This has led me to re-evaluate the idea that gaining national governing body awards and accreditation are the most valuable ways of progression. My practise has become more varied due to developing many new practical bushcraft skills and expanding my knowledge of ecology and foraging, which I would like to explore further. The leadership techniques and flexibility within managing a group I have observed will also inspire me going forward.
The implications of this analysis are that I now recognise the information and skills I will require to cope with similar future experiences. These include technical pointers in woodworking and ecological knowledge, and information on how to gain accreditation within these specialisms. I will require feedback on my group management and communication performance, to show areas for improvement. This experience has highlighted how much I can learn from others, and going forward I will need ongoing support from my lecturers and the leaders I have met through Coed Lleol. My next steps for my final year of university are to take every leadership opportunity presented and not be put off by my perceived lack of confidence or skill. I have learnt experiential learning and practise are the most efficient ways to improve. I have set myself goals to continue volunteering with Coel Lleol and to obtain qualifications to improve my technical and interpersonal leadership skills. 
Overall, this placement has provided me with industry experience that I previously felt I lacked and has successfully allowed me to make contacts with multiple outdoor professionals. I have grown in confidence and understanding, and it has reinforced my desire to work physically and flexibly in all weathers. This opportunity has broadened the career options available to me, exposing me to many different practical skills. It has introduced me to the well-being sector and the rewarding nature of working with vulnerable groups, which I hadn’t previously considered as a viable employment option.
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Appendices
Appendix 1
Reflective Logbook
	Student Name
Emily Spencer-Jones

	Name of Location
Working with Coed Lleol at The Green Health Hub, Cynefin

	Main Aim of the Location / CPD (1)
To gain experience in the outdoor well-being industry
To work with vulnerable adults which I haven’t before.
Develop new practical skills & learn more about ecology.
Build on my soft skills

	Main Objectives of the Location / CPD (3/4)
‘Help to improve the health and wellbeing of people across Wales through woodland and nature-based activities.’- Coed Lleol webpage.













Dates of placement
	Date of experience
	Overview of tasks
	Hrs spent

	
22/11/2023
	Induction- safeguarding training/ finding out what they do as a charity/ overview of whats expected and what responsibilities I can expect to have.
	3

	23/3/24

	Activity- making inks and dyes from rocks and painting, setting up, encouraging participants in activity, snacks/teas, tidying up.
	5

	2/04/24
	Activity- friction fire-lighting and campfire cooking dandelion fritters, setting up, encouraging participants in activity, snacks/teas, tidying up.
	5

	
9/04/24
	Activity-making natural cordage from dandelions picked last week and pond dipping, setting up, encouraging participants in activity, snacks/teas, tidying up.
	5

	
16/04/24
	Activity- Whittling whistles from sycamore, setting up, encouraging participants in activity, snacks/teas, tidying up.
	5

	
23/04/24
	Activity- nature connection and mindfulness, charcoal making, setting up, encouraging participants in activity, snacks/teas, tidying up.
	5

	7/05/24

	Activity- Fractal pattern sketching with charcoal from last week, foraging walk and wildlife identification, setting up, encouraging participants in activity, snacks/teas, tidying up.
	5








Thoughts from/ during the experience:
22/11/23 Induction- nervous about new group of participants as never worked with vulnerable adults- don’t want to do something wrong. Mentors seem friendly and supportive.
Excited to try new activities, whittling and bushcraft sound fun/ creative.
23/3/24 Enjoyed activity- interesting learning about geology, felt a bit unnecessary at times as everyone in their own little groups, want to work on confidence- asked Becky after how to improve & she said with practise/ being more proactive with communication. 
2/04/24 Clever way to bring in health eating for participants through outdoor activity, felt a bit better as mostly same people, introducing ourselves & how we feel at the start makes it easier to feel able to the encourage people/ highlights who may need more support. Built on my fire-lighting skills/ learnt new technique. 
9/04/24 Built on my ecology knowledge and flora and fauna knowledge- would like to expand this further in future, felt better at verbal communication today, poor weather made it hard, and activities had to be changed to be inside more.
16/04/24 Really enjoyed today- nice to see people feeling proud after they’ve made something- woman said “you really helped me today” which was nice- feel like getting somewhere with confidence communicating but want to get better at talking to the whole group. 
23/04/24 Raining again, struggled a bit as some participants were going through some tough things at home. Mindfulness really made a difference which was interesting- provided a break? Small things like smiling/making people feel comfortable, important.
7/05/24 interesting to see some of what we learnt in theory with fractal patterns being used for mental health. Enjoyed being creative and developed my skills of foraging and identifying birdsong/ wildlife tracks. - would maybe like to do walk leader training? Becky noted how she noticed I had really come out of my shell which was nice and showed how my confidence has grown.









Future Actions 
Well-being Walk leader training.
Maybe lowland leader training?
Qualification to do with green therapy/ mental health and outdoors?
More research in own time into flora and fauna identification and geology.
Make better use of lectures/ leaders- ask more questions.
Need to not be put off trying things or turning down opportunities because I don’t think I am confident enough or have enough practical skill, because you only learn through doing it more.
Want to get better at group leadership and verbal communication.
Want to learn more about specialism activities in more depth as briefly covered each.


Concluding Comments / Recommendations (key learning points) 
Could consider working with people/ less isolated career path.
Found it really rewarding working with the same group over a period and seeing how the group bond developed and how they improved.
Green prescriptions do work and are able to prevent getting worse/ help with the management of mental health problems.
Hard skills are not the most important skill working outdoors, important for safety but soft skills are needed to gain the most value out of sessions.








[image: ]Appendix 2- Natural cordage making and pond-dipping. These were just some of the activities that developed my practical skills and knowledge of ecology.
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Description automatically generated]Appendix 3 – Image of dandelion fritters, encouraging participants to make healthier food choices.

[image: ]Appendix 4 – Encourage participants to get involved in the activity of making natural paints out of rocks.





Appendix 5 – Drawing fractal patterns found in nature for mental restoration and stress reduction, using natural charcoal pencils.
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