SJSI5022
Assignment 1
1907938

	SJSI5022
Assignment 1
1907938
Words: 5168
	
Using an appropriate model, critically reflect on your experiences whilst on placement. Your reflection should give a context for the placement and focus on at least three experiences in a way which demonstrates your ability to reflect effectively.
During this assignment I will discuss aspects of reflective practice and provide a basic description of the model I have chosen to use. I will provide some reasons for my choice of model. I will also describe the placement, the circumstances and the sector where it took place. I will refer to the work of Donald  Schön (Schön 1983 and 2016, cited in Thompson and Thompson, 2008) and the difference between reflection-on-action (after an event) and reflection-in-action (during an event), giving examples of where I felt I was being a reflexive practitioner. My reflections will be anonymised in line with the confidentiality required of the group members and the regulations contained within the code of practice for ethical considerations (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2017-2020).
The model I have chosen to use is Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018). This model was chosen because it would allow me to explore my feelings about events, as well as encourage my professional practice and improve my advocacy skills. The cyclical nature of the model allows for continuous reflections on different incidents or aspects of incidents (Gibbs, 1988). There are six sections or parts of the process to complete during each reflection, beginning with a Description of the event, followed by an exploration of Feelings, then Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and an Action Plan. I was particularly drawn to the feelings and action planning parts, as in my mind “reflection for reflections sake” is not as good as reflection plus a plan of action; that method appeals to my continuous improvement ideals, so the Gibbs model is a good fit for me. Also understanding our own feelings surrounding an event is crucial to our emotional and professional health.
My placement was within the third sector and took place at a volunteer-led group based in the Neath area. Many parent carers attend the group sessions seeking support to navigate the various systems that a family with a child or children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) may encounter on their journey. The group is also a supportive resource for adults with ALN and their partners. The group also provides support via social media where there is a membership of over 500 people on the page, with a separate group for attending members only.  Some years ago I attended the precursor to this group and therefore already knew some members of the Committee. The Chair had been in touch with me and suggested that I could complete my placement hours with them. This was agreed by my tutor, the group and myself. The group is a good fit for my future plans of working within the parent and carer advocacy sector. 
Reflection 1: Will focus on the incident where the group were made aware of an impending visit of a Local Authority figure known to the group as being unhelpful and obstructive. 
Reflection 2: This reflection will encompass the day the Improving Lives Team (ILT) visited the group. 
Reflection 3: Will centre on my first interactions with a parent seeking support to support their child with diagnosis, education, benefits and social services support.

Reflection 1:
Description
The group were having a coffee morning session, these are usually the most informal of all the sessions that the group run. This day turned into something very different when the group began discussing an approaching visit of a Local Education Authority (LEA) figure. This person was generally regarded by some parents within the group as a challenge to deal with and a roadblock to their children getting educational support. Many group members present expressed anxiety about his visit but were also keen to hear about his newly created role. Many were conflicted about whether they could attend or not (they were aware of their frustrations) and worried that their emotions would overcome them during the meeting. They felt previous problems could leak into the new role. The group discussion was in danger of losing focus on the future of Post-16 education and the LEA figure’s new role. Some group members expressed some very strongly worded opinions about the LEA Figure and the Chair and Committee quickly called the group to order. 
It was clear to me, the Chair and Committee Members that the meeting would be difficult for some of the members, including some Committee members. Some members were visibly upset at the thought of this person attending their “safe space”, but they also knew it was important to hear the LEA figure out during the coming meeting. At this point I made an instinctive suggestion.
I proposed that the group collate a list of questions that they would like answers to and that I would then be the one to ask those questions on the day. There was a quick discussion, the proposal was unanimously accepted, and it was agreed that this would be the way to approach the meeting. 
Feelings 
During this incident I could feel myself practising reflection in action, or being reflexive. It was a mesh of theory, policy and practice coming together, which felt exciting for me. I wondered if some of the parents would be so emotionally involved in this meeting that they may feel it best if someone asked the questions on their behalf, so, I offered to ask questions on their behalf. The response was a unanimous yes. Pride and acceptance were also emotions I recognised I was feeling during this event, when the group voted to allow me to speak on their behalf.  I felt privileged that I could be of help to such a wonderful group of people.
I had never met the LEA figure and have never been affected by decisions made by them, therefore was emotionally neutral to their presence. I felt driven to protect the group members from missing a great opportunity to build bridges for the future. Here was a chance to “service shape” the Post-16 education futures of those in the Neath Port Talbot area. It was important the meeting went well, so that he would want to return to the group and be more helpful in his new role than he may have been in his previous one.
I identified strongly with their need to see successful reforms and improved services. In addition to this I knew some of the group members present had their own barriers to effective communication with people in the system that they and their children rely upon. I was thinking about tactics I could use to help the group diffuse their negative feelings towards this person and focus on future outcomes, rather than past disappointments. 
During this incident I felt I had assisted the group to resolve a potentially explosive situation and maintained their sense of empowerment. Drawing on personal and professional experience I felt I grew as an advocate during this incident. 
Evaluation 
Empowerment … means working in a way that is aimed at increasing people’s sense of power and control over their own lives (Thompson, 2016).
This incident was all about empowerment. Helping some members of the group to understand that they had more options than they realised and ways to tackle the upcoming meeting worked well as they began to feel more in control. The chairperson of the group was grateful for my intervention and told me that she was happy to see me confident enough to put forward solutions to the group, just as she had hoped I would. This was welcome news as there is a fine balance between empowering and overpowering existing group dynamics. This group are at the performing stage of Tuckman’s model (Image.slidesharecdn.com., 1965) and I did not want my presence to disrupt this in any way.
The LEA figure could make or break the better outcomes offered for their children by the Additional Learning Needs Bill (Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act | Gov.Wales, 2018)  and the parents recognised this and also realised that they could help to influence those outcomes by thinking about the existing pitfalls and how they would like to overcome them where possible. It was fortuitous that I had recently read the theories about advocacy and tactics (Staichowaik, 2013) and suddenly I had a lightbulb moment about me being a conduit to ask the questions and pose the solutions on behalf of the group. This is because I recognised the group fits within the “grassroots” theory of change (Ailinsky, 1971, cited in Staichowaik, 2013) working with the group, although on placement, meant that by being a conduit for questions that  I could facilitate their efforts to achieve a real change for themselves and their children.
Analysis 
What worked well was my offer to be the go-between, it worked well because I am accepted by many of the group members as one who knows what it is like to be facing similar problems. I already knew some of the group members before commencing my placement and they know I have a wide range of knowledge about the issues that families navigating the systems of health, social services and education can face. I am “one of them”, I am trusted by them to put their views across and to not flinch from difficult questions and to work towards finding solutions. I had the social capital to spend with the group as I am also a parent carer like them. Without this acceptance and trust this offer to be the go between would never have worked and it would have been rejected. 
My offer gave the parents, whether committee members or not, the emotional resilience to be able to think about questions they might have and to focus on solutions they would like to put forward for the future, so that issues could be aired and addressed or noted and worked at over the coming months and years. Maslow (1943) states the importance of safety and includes emotional safety as well as physical safety within his hierarchy of needs.
Conclusion 
The group responded well to my suggestion and were pleased to have overcome a potentially explosive  meeting by taking the time to prepare for it in advance and crucially to have a neutral person on board to ask the questions on their behalf. They felt that they had been able to neutralise the effects of some of the emotions they felt about the LEA figure and to keep a positive focus on the future. Grant (2018) describes how crucial it is for professionals to understand the pressures that informal carers are under and it could be argued that this incident captures how the education system can compound the challenges parents of children with ALN face and that when professionals from any field come into contact with carers they need to be mindful of how these extra pressures can manifest and the need to manage feelings surrounding big issues such as changes to legislation. 
For a little while during this incident it seemed as though I was at the ‘Edge of Chaos’, but a combination of experience, theory and practice (Reflexive Practice) synthesised to produce a solid outcome on the day.   
Action Plan 
The group members will generate and collate questions they would like to ask, using the existing Committee structure and the Facebook Page for attending members.
Before the meeting I will re-familiarise myself with Post-16 Education Proposals for Wales and seek guidance if I am unsure.
I will receive the questions a few days before the meeting to read through and check my understanding of the issues being raised.
During the meeting I will work my way down the list of questions.
The Chairperson will try to ensure there is enough time left for further “in the moment” questions and arrange for any outstanding questions to be forwarded to the LEA. 

Reflection 2
Description
The Improving Lives Team (ILT) arrived for the pre-booked event, where they were to outline some of the improvements planned for better access to healthcare for adults with Learning Difficulties (LD) and to gather evidence from stakeholders of how family carers felt health and wellbeing outcomes could be improved for adults and children with LD. The group were motivated to contribute to these improvements and to find out more about how the process would work as some of the members themselves have LD or children with LD.
Furthermore, the recent death of a young person (YP) with LD that was known to the group made this meeting seem more important and poignant to the group than other meetings. The meeting was emotionally difficult for all group members that knew him. Before the ILT Team arrived some group members had expressed how upset they had been and still were that the YP had died prematurely and that learning disabilities had been accepted by those caring for him as being a contributing factor in his death. 
Feelings
During this presentation it seemed we were all battling for control of ourselves on one level or another. The ILT presenter had known the deceased YP, having worked within a service providing care to him shortly before his death. She was visibly moved and at times her voice almost cracked when talking about him. The visible upset of the group members that knew the deceased young person well was also palpable. 
I remembered seeing the YP in a club that my own children attended some years ago, I could picture him quite clearly in my mind, he was so cheerful, had a lovely smile and was full of fun and life. I felt a deep sadness as my thoughts turned to his mother, whom I had also met years before and wondered how she was manging to cope with the grief from his death and the void created in her life by not having him to care for any more. 
I could feel myself wandering away into imagining how that situation would make me feel had I also experienced the loss of my child. I found myself consciously fighting to keep my own emotions in check and to concentrate on what the ILT presenter was saying. I was very much aware of my “inner professional” compartmentalising my emotions for a later time and locking them away to enable me to focus on what was happening during the presentation. 
I was ‘touched’ by seeing how the group and the professional were moved during this event and was reminded that there will be many moments as an advocate where I will come across professionals that are genuinely trying to make a difference, but that they will not always get it right. 
Evaluation
This was not a run-of-the mill speaker’s presentation, but a real-life occurrence for parents of children and young adults with learning disabilities for whom premature death is a sad fact of life. For many it would be an avoidable premature death if there were changes to the system and clearly some people are taking this matter seriously and are personally motivated to make a positive difference to families. This incident reminded me that many professionals are genuinely motivated by a wish to see the system improve from what it is now and that they also care and are emotionally tested by some parts of the job.
During my research on this particular reflection I found an article that describes the ‘defended nature of the self’ (Ferguson, 2018) and how ‘non-reflection’ can protect a worker during highly charged moments of interaction with service users or fellow professionals. I would suggest that this occurred to me during this incident and that this “self-defence” in psychological terms allowed me to continue attending to the ILT presentation and continue functioning for the rest of the day. Casement (1985, cited in Ferguson, 2018) describes a process of ‘internal supervision’ and states that this aids practitioners’ abilities to ‘contain themselves’ during contact with service users.  

Analysis 
The recent death of a young person with learning disabilities that was known to many members of the group and had previously been known to me as well made this a critical incident for the group members and myself. The extra twist in this scenario was that the ILT presenter had also known the young person, so this was a critical incident for many people at the same time.
Dealing with the death of a child is not uncommon for a parent that has a child or adult with disabilities. To a parent a child will always be their child even when they reach adulthood. Grieving a child is a difficult process and grieving a child that needed the extra support that goes along with LD brings added complications to the grieving process. 
“A third (34%) of deaths of people with learning disabilities were from treatable medical causes, compared to 8% in the general population” (Leder-2019 Annual Report, 2020). Best practice quotes from organisations contributing to this report identified four common themes, namely person-centered care, multi-agency working, advocacy and the use of reasonable adjustments (Leder-2019 Annual Report, 2020). 
I discovered that there is a directed enhanced service (DES) for the care of adults with learning disabilities (Wales.nhs.uk., no date). This service is provided by some GP practices and they get paid £100 for providing this service for patients with LD that are registered with social services. It could be argued that the DES money is money well spent, but equally it could be argued that annual checks for patients in high risk groups should be routinely carried out as part of best practice.
The Paul Ridd Hospital Passport (Ridd, 2020) is a useful document that aids communication between patients, carers and hospitals. It uses a traffic light system to help others understand the support needs of the person with LD, but is equally useful for other conditions where communication is easily misunderstood such as autism spectrum disorder.

Conclusion
During this event I learned several things. I learned that there are enhanced health checks available to adults with learning disabilities and was reminded about the existence of hospital passports as well as the harrowing facts that people with LD are at high risk of premature death. I found this aspect of premature death particularly difficult to deal with. As a parent to two young people with additional learning needs I am well aware of their communication difficulties and know how different environments and the understanding of those around them is critical to their wellbeing. This anxiety over how their health needs are managed is something that comes to the fore for me on occasion and during these times I will seek the support of peers in similar positions. If my work continued to make me anxious on a regular basis then I would consider seeking enhanced support via supervision or counselling, whichever felt more appropriate at the time.
I also learned that, despite being in the “swampy lowlands” emotionally, that it is possible to shield myself mentally in the moment and to stay present and maintain a professional demeanour. Not that I ever doubted that I could do this, but this incident tested that skill in a way it has not been tested for some time. I also learned that some people, such as Ferguson (2018) feel there are limits to reflection when practitioners are experiencing intense interactions and that the self is defended during such instances.
Action Plan
Ensure parents of children with LD know about the annual health checks available to their older children via the GP. Also ensure any individuals with LD or their carers know about these annual checks.
Ensure all carers of children or adults with ALN/LD know about the Paul Ridd Hospital Passport.
Learn more about the grieving process for parents and how that may be complicated further for those that parented a child with disabilities.
Research the availability of specialist counsellors to signpost parents that are struggling to come to terms with their grief.
Seek out support for myself if there are incidents that deeply affect me.
Carry out further investigations into non reflection and the defended self.

Reflection 3
Description 
A concerned parent arrived at the group’s coffee morning and Cerebra Sleep Workshop session. It was plain to see that this parent was distressed and would not be able to hold on to that distress much longer. 
Many of the Group Committee needed to attend the Cerebra Workshop for their own family’s needs. I could see DS was torn between providing support to this parent and meeting her family’s own needs by attending the sleep workshop, plus meeting the requirements to support my placement, the three things needed to be met simultaneously. We both knew that I know more than enough to help the parent in distress out, so we found a solution that worked for everyone on the day. DS stayed in the workshop, while NE (Committee Member) and I attended to the distressed parent. 
Feelings
During my working life I have encountered many a dilemma, sometimes it has been where my values have clashed with the values of the company or a rule that works most of the time, but would have had negative consequences during a specific set of circumstances. This incident felt like one of those times where the rules would need a work-around to fit the circumstances that I was a part of on that day.
I knew that during my placement I was meant to be a bystander/observer, but I could not just stand there and not help. My years of volunteering for the National Autistic Society (NAS), All Wales Forum of Parents and Carers, a member of the Powys Carers Steering Group and being a Town Councillor would have gone to waste. I did feel conflicted, but I also had to be true to myself. When this lady arrived, having wanted to attend the group for weeks and being upset, once again by the school her daughter attends, I knew I could help her and indirectly her child just by talking her through the processes that surround Additional Learning Needs pupils.  Additional Learning Needs and parental knowledge surrounding the statementing process are areas where I feel confident in providing signposting and guidance. 
I felt very relieved when between myself and the committee we found a solution that would work for everyone. It was very important to me that everyone felt comfortable that we could now continue to support this distressed parent. With NE there to provide support to the parent from the committee, this fulfilled the placement requirements of observing rather than doing. This meant I could relax about contributing to the discussion about the processes that were confusing this parent, rather than having to stand back and do nothing to help. Seeing the parent leaving with a smile on her face and a spring in her step because they knew what they wanted and crucially for them which department to approach was a positive feeling for me. I also felt the group would benefit from a handout based on a summary of the resources and websites identified to the parent during this incident as the issues dealt with here are regularly queried by parents.
Evaluation
This incident began with a stressed parent in need of guidance and support from the group arriving on a busier day than usual for the group committee members. There had been contingency plans made so that if any parents arrived needing advice and support whilst the Cerebra Sleep Workshop was running that they would be met by a committee member, unfortunately that committee member was ill on the day and therefore unavailable. The plans needed to be altered and NE stepped up to take on that role and I stayed with her to provide some insights on Additional Learning Needs and Statementing processes. While NE knew about most of this, she was not sure of the statutory guidelines and these were things I had knowledge of. 
The parent was quite confused as to which organisations were needed to approach for various elements of support. So myself and NE explained that the school and the LEA would need to be approached if a statutory assessment was required and that if the LEA refused then as a parent they would have the right to appeal, whereas the school would not. I signposted them to SNAP Cymru and NAS Cymru for template letters that would correctly quote the relevant guidance and NE suggested examples of the child’s behaviour that could be useful to include within a request for a statutory assessment of Special Educational Needs. For help with completing Disability Living Allowance (DLA) forms I signposted them to the Citizens Advice Bureaux and made sure they understood that there was no need to wait for a diagnosis to make a claim, but that it might be helpful as it could be used to demonstrate how her child needed more support than children of a similar age to achieve what would be expected for her age range. I also signposted them to helpful resources on the Cerebra website (Cerebra.org.uk, Disability Living Allowance, no date) . 
The parent also mentioned that they found it “difficult and tiring to support her child, battle the system and continue to work efficiently”. NE mentioned that there were many parents within the group that worked reduced hours due to the impact of their caring responsibilities and that some had even had to give up work altogether. This helped the parent to realise that they were having a natural reaction to a challenging situation. NE mentioned Carers Allowance and I signposted the parent to “Turn 2 Us” for a benefits calculation that could give them some idea of how their finances would be affected.  I also made sure the parent was aware that Carers Allowance is linked to the level of DLA paid for a child and that an award at Low Rate Care would mean no Carers Allowance could be claimed.
The final piece of information given to the parent that day was that as a carer they are legally entitled to a Carers Needs Assessment as set out through the Social Services and Wellbeing Act (Gov.Wales, 2020) and that should the assessment find that they are in need of support that they may be offered support through direct payments or a council run service or possibly services run by voluntary organisations. 
By the end of this signposting session I could sense the parent was a bit stunned and possibly feeling overloaded with information. To summarise the session for them I listed all the resources we had mentioned to her under separate headings and handed them the list so that they could action any items they wanted to by contacting the relevant departments and organisations. This incident ended with a more informed parent who now felt empowered to ask for the assessments that she and her child needed. 


Analysis
During this incident it became apparent to me the that the rules surrounding my placement and the absence of a committee member could mean that this parent may have to be turned away in distress.  That would have been a very negative outcome for the parent, the group, and me. I understand that as an advocate we must abide by rules, but sometimes in the heat of practice, we need to find ways of innovating in the moment, after all, problem solving should be a part of everyone’s skill set. When we are dealing with humans, we need to be able to flex with situations as they present themselves. The Advocacy Charters (Quality Advocacy, 2020 ) states that ‘Advocates make reasonable adjustments to ensure people have appropriate opportunity to engage’. I would argue that my actions helped to provide the “appropriate opportunity” at the time of this incident.
That does not mean we should ignore the rules completely, quite clearly that would be downright dangerous to our professional reputations, advocacy and the population in general. However, there needs to be a balance between the consequences of doing what the rules say and doing what feels right at that point in time. The balance for this incident was ensuring a committee member was also present during the chat with the parent.
Had I been less experienced in all the matters the parent was struggling to understand I would not have been able to assist NE to deal with the situation effectively. I would have chosen a different course of action and perhaps another committee member would have had to miss out on the  Cerebra Sleep Workshop, or the distressed parent would have been turned away still in distress and unsure of where to turn for support. 
Conclusion
Overall, this was a positive experience for myself and the others I interacted with on the day. I was confident in my abilities and NE was a delight to work alongside to enable the distressed parent to receive the support and information they required on a very busy day for the group. The Chairperson was delighted with the report NE gave to her when we updated her at the lunch break. 


Action Plan
Create a handout that can be distributed to parents that shows the different routes to the strands of support that they and their children are entitled to and the main Welsh legislation that would influence the support that they receive.

Reflecting on my placement experience in its entirety, it has been worthwhile and beneficial to have the opportunity to try out being an advocate without actually being an advocate. The research undertaken for the purposes of these reflections has broadened my knowledge of reflective practice methods and consolidated it as a worthwhile activity to continue during my professional life. It is clear that working with family carers and adults with ALN will bring with it many challenges that will be beyond my immediate power to change, such as poverty and structural inequalities, such as those found within the operational area of the group. 
One of the LSOA’s (Lower Layer Super Output Area) within the area, Briton Ferry West 1 is ranked 25 on the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation 2019 (Wales. Gov 2020) and the group operates out of a community building that houses various deprivation fighting services. Some members of the group have benefitted from the services of the foodbank as well as those provided by the group and the combination of poverty and Additional Learning Needs has made the challenges for this group of parents seem almost impossible to overcome. Yet with strength in numbers and peer-to-peer support they make a difference to each other, and for each other all the time. It is this community resilience that I would like to help foster during my professional life as an advocate. This assignment has confirmed to me that I am on the right path for myself and that my existing skills will be needed. 
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