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Introduction
This reflective essay examines my work placement at the Llanelli Weightlifting Academy and Actif Sport and Leisure (ASaL), where I shadowed in a swim teacher role, developing my skills. The purpose of this essay is to critically reflect on my development in relation to my original focus statement and training needs, and to consider how these experiences will support my future career as a strength and conditioning coach.

Using Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle, I will focus on one/two critical incidents that had a significant impact on my professional learning and employability skills. These reflections are informed by my logged placement hours and CPD activities (See appendix), as well as relevant literature on coaching practice and development (Eraut, 1994; Cassidy et al., 2009). 

In addition to supporting my academic learning, this placement has allowed me to experience the realities of working with different age groups, abilities and personalities in real-world environments rather than just in theory, which is an important part of developing professional competence (Eraut, 1994). This has given me a more realistic picture of what it will take to succeed as a coach and has highlighted the importance of ongoing reflection, feedback and CPD in shaping my professional reputation and identity (Schön, 1983; Megginson and Whitaker, 2007). 
Focus Statement and SWOT
In Assessment 1, I developed a focus statement in which I identified my main professional goal as being a qualified strength and conditioning coach and helping athletes across a variety of sports reach their full potential. At the time, I aimed to develop my ability to coach individuals in a professional setting and to hone the skills necessary for success in this field. 

My SWOT analysis highlighted several key strengths, including my academic background, practical experience, and motivation to learn and develop my skills and knowledge continually. Weaknesses did arise in this analysis, such as my limited professional experience with athletes, a lack of advanced skill sets, and less experience with curriculum design and athlete education programmes, as well as opportunities to improve through CPD and work placement. 

This focus was particularly important for my future role as a strength and conditioning coach, as it aligns with the industry expectations around working with athletes and the constant need to learn and develop as a coach and the competencies outlined by organisations such as the UKSCA (UKSCA, 2024; Yorke, 2006). 

The following sections explore how my placement experiences either confirmed or challenged these initial assumptions about my strengths and development needs. 

Critical incident 1
Description
One critical incident that strongly influenced my development occurred when I was observing a class with a ‘difficult student’ at the ASaL. During this session, my main responsibilities were to observe the lesson and the way the teacher instructed the kids, while also ensuring pool safety and participant engagement. This situation was significant because it directly related to my focus on athletes' participation and ability to reach their full potential.

Feelings
At the time, I felt anxious and under pressure when questioning the teacher on what their best method of participant engagement and aiding participants with specific learning needs was, because in this day and age, you cannot assume or mention that there is suspicion of learning difficulties and have to carry on the lesson as usual and ‘treat them all the same’. I was particularly concerned about whether this participant was receiving the right treatment and accurate learning from both the teacher and me, as I wanted to ensure every child's learning needs were met. They all learned in the best-suited way possible. Looking back, my feelings have changed about this incident, and after conducting the CPD training and external research into teaching styles for specific learning needs, my ability to change my teaching style has aided in the delivery of lessons (Tomlinson, 2001; Vickerman, 2007).

Evaluation
Several aspects of this incident went well, including the practical element of the course, meeting back with the class and implementing my newly learned teaching skills for this student and seeing them more engaged and ‘listening to instructions better’, which suggests that I was able to implement my new learning skills and develop my skills as a coach for a more diverse athlete base and needs set. However, some elements were less successful, such as the main focus on this individual, which limited my ability to teach and instruct the entire class and restricted other kids' focus and attention. Overall, this experience had a positive/ mixed impact on my professional development, as I was able to develop my skills in communication and lesson delivery for specific individual needs. However, the focus on this one child diverted my attention away from the rest of the class, increasing the risk of injury to them. 

Analysis
This experience can be better understood by looking at ideas around differentiation and inclusion coaching. Differentiation instruction means adapting the way you teach so that different learners can access the same content, rather than expecting everyone to respond to one fixed style of delivery (Tomlinson, 2001). In this lesson, I tried to do this instinctively by giving the ‘difficult’ student more support, but I did not yet have a clear strategy for keeping the rest of the group engaged. Looking back now, I can see that I relied heavily on repeating verbal instructions, when this child may have needed more visual demonstrations, shorter instruction chunks and more check-backs to see if he had understood (Smith and Thomas, 2005).

Thinking about common recommendations for working with children who have additional learning needs, it is suggested that coaches use clear, simple language, consistent routines and multi-sensory cues to support understanding (Vickerman, 2007; Rose and Shevlin, 2010). Applying this to my situation, I can see that my original approach was too similar for every child, rather than being adjusted to account for differences in attention span and processing speed. I also realised that my focus on ‘treating them all the same’ led to inequality in practice, because one child was struggling while others were ready to move on. 

This incident has also changed how I view group management. At the time, I felt that I had to choose between supporting this one child properly or managing the rest of the group, and I did not yet have the skills to balance both. Now I recognise that a more effective approach would be to set the main group a simple, safe task they can complete independently, while I adapt the task or provide a verbal explanation for the individual who needs extra support (Mosston and Ashworth, 2002). This would have protected safety and engagement for the whole class, while still acknowledging the specific needs of one participant. Analysing this incident in this way shows that the issue was not just the child’s behaviour, but also how I structured the session and my own coaching decisions.

Conclusion
From this incident, I learned that my main strengths are adaptability and communication skills, while I need to develop my ability to multitask and maintain focus on the lesson for the other kids while tending to individual needs. I realised I could have improved the situation by setting the main group on a task and then tailoring the training for this individual, which would likely have led to greater group engagement and less diversion of attention. This experience has clarified the importance of learning needs and group dynamics in my future coaching practice.

Action Plan
To support this change, I will engage in further CPD courses in Coaching for SEN children, Coaching CPD courses and more LinkedIn learning courses on organisation and management skills. To support this change, I will engage in further advanced learning needs courses and seek feedback from my senior colleagues to improve my delivery of swimming course content to learners. This plan contributes to my long-term goal of becoming a competent strength and conditioning coach by ensuring inclusion for all learning needs and aligning with good practice in inclusive coaching (Yorke, 2006). 

Critical incident 2 
Description
A second critical incident that shaped my development involved a demanding week during my placement, when I simultaneously managed my placement hours at ASaL, met a university assignment deadline, and fulfilled my part-time commitments. During this period, I was scheduled to observe 8 coaching sessions across 2 days while also trying to allocate time to academic work in the evenings. Unlike the first incident, which focused on my skills in a single session with an individual athlete, this experience drew my attention to how my organisation and preparation outside of sessions directly influenced my effectiveness as a coach during sessions. 

Feelings
During this situation, I felt overwhelmed and under pressure in a way that contrasted with my earlier incident, where my anxiety was focused on adapting my coaching style in the moment. Here, the stress was cumulative, having built up over several days rather than arising suddenly. I recall arriving at the one-day session feeling underprepared and mentally fatigued, having stayed up late the night before finishing university work. At the time, I was frustrated with myself for not planning better and concerned that the teacher I was overseeing would notice I was not performing to my usual standard. Looking back, I recognise that I was not applying any of the stress management strategies I was aware of through my studies, which made the situation harder than it needed to be (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Palmer and Cooper, 2013). 

Evaluation
Several things did not go well during this period. My session planning was rushed, so I hadn't thought through progression and regression activities. In one session, I went blank and had to make up an activity on the spot. This led to a loss of confidence and a less structured experience for the athletes I was working with. However, there are some positives. I did not cancel or miss any sessions, and I maintained professional conduct throughout by remaining calm in front of participants, even when I was struggling internally. I also recognised the problem myself and began to address it partway through the week by reorganising my schedule and communicating with my supervisor about my workload, which showed an emerging self-awareness of Self-Management as a professional responsibility (Eraut, 1994). 

Analysis
This experience can be better understood through the lens of stress appraisal theory Lazarus and Folkman, (1984) argue that stress arises not simply from demanding situations, but from an individual's appraisal of their ability to cope with these demands. In this case, I had appraised my workloads as exceeding my available resources, this being time, energy and preparation, which triggered a stress response that undermined my performance. Macan (1994) simply argues that poor time management is not simply a matter of having too much to do but reflects a failure to set priorities and plan effectively. On reflection, I had allowed reactive tasks like last-minute assignment work to crowd out proactive planning, such as preparing my sessions in advance. 

From a professional standards perspective, Eraut (1994) emphasises that professional knowledge and competence are not purely technical; they also depend on the practitioner's capacity for self-regulation and organisation. A S&C coach working in a performance environment is expected to arrive prepared, focused and composed; these qualities are difficult to maintain when personal organisation has broken down (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2009). Comparing my behaviour during this period with best practice in the field, I can see that experienced coaches built structured preparation routines precisely to protect the quality of their sessions from the pressures of wider professional life. 

Analysing this incident alongside the first suggests that my practice has begun to change, as I now recognise self-management as a coaching competency in its own right, rather than something separate from my technical skills. Previously, I would not have connected my time management habits to the quality of what I delivered on the poolside or in the gym. This shift in perspective represents a more holistic understanding of what it means to be a professional. 

Conclusion
The learning from this second incident reinforced the importance of proactive planning and highlighted new areas for development, including building consistent preparation routines and identifying warning signs of stress before they affect my professional performance. I could have managed this period more effectively by planning my week in advance on a Sunday evening, blocking out protected preparation time for sessions, and communicating with my lead teacher earlier when I was struggling. Had I done so, I believe my sessions would have been of a higher standard and my overall experience of the week would have been less damaging to my confidence. 

Action plan
If I were placed in a similarly demanding position again, I would implement a weekly planning routine at the start of the week, using a simple time-blocking system to allocate time for sessions, preparation, academic work and most importantly, rest (Macan, 1994). I would also draw on Palmer and Cooper (2013), as they recommend strategies for managing occupational stress, including setting clear boundaries between work and rest, practising cognitive reframing and seeking peer support when pressure builds. Going forward, this experience will inform my approach to professional development. As a future S&C coach, I will be working under pressure, in high-performance environments where self-regulation is not optimal, and it is a prerequisite for delivering consistent, high-quality coaching. 
Future proofing, training needs and SMART targets
Reflecting on these incidents and my wider placement experience, I can now see more clearly how my focus statement connects to my long-term career ambitions in strength and conditioning. The opportunities I have had to develop my knowledge in coaching and participant/athlete development have been valuable because they have enabled me to build practical skills in lesson development and delivery that are directly related to coaching athletes. I have learned that coaching is not just about knowing what exercises to use, but about how to communicate, organise groups and look after my own time and energy so that I can consistently perform at a high standard (Yorke, 2006; Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2009).

At the same time, these experiences have highlighted remaining gaps in my training, particularly in advanced skills training and pressure management, which I will need to address to be competitive in the S&C job market. Upon realising the ability to handle pressure and organise my time, this will be a focus point for making myself more employable in high-performance environments. If I am not managing my workloads effectively, this will eventually show in the quality of my coaching, which could affect both athlete outcomes and my professional reputation (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984; Megginson and Whitaker, 2007). 

 To future-proof my career, I intend to pursue further qualifications and CPD that directly target these areas. In the short term, I plan to complete additional Swim Wales CPD courses, including an advanced Splash or equivalent, by August 2026, to deepen my technical knowledge in an aquatic setting. I also aim to enrol in at least 1 course related to teaching or coaching children with special educational needs, so that I can apply more evidence-based practice strategies when working with diverse groups (Tomlinson, 2001; Rose and Shevlin, 2010). In the longer term, I will work towards achieving the NSCA strength and conditioning accreditation, which will signal to employers that I meet recognised industry standards(UKSCA, 2024). 

My main SMART target is to advance my knowledge in swim teaching by the end of 2026. Specifically, I will complete at least 2 relevant CPD courses, apply the new learned strategies from these courses in my sessions, and ask a senior colleague to observe and provide feedback on my progress (Doran, 1981). Achieving this target will help me diversify my career options, show a clear area of interest and expertise and provide a stronger foundation as I move towards S&C roles. By following this action plan, I aim to move closer to my goal of becoming a S&C coach and to demonstrate a genuine commitment to continuous professional development. 
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Self review document for Swim wales 
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Observation record from Swim Wales
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VOLUNTEER HOURS LOG FOR COLLEGE

College Student: Joshua Harvey

‘Supevisor: Dylan Blain

01/08/2026 _anelli weightlitting academy Shadowing 17:30 19:30 20hours _ Learned about coaching weightlifting
22/01/2026 _Uanelli weightlifting academy Shadowing 17:30 19:30 20hours_ Learned about coaching weightlifting
02/03/2026 _Actit sport and leisure 16:00 1800 20hours_ Learing about swim teaching

04/03/2026 _Actit sport and leisure 16:00 1800 20hours_ Learning about swim teac|

09/03/2026 _Actit sport and leisure 16:00 1800 20hours_ Learing about swim teaching

11/03/2026 Actif sport and leisure. 16:00 1800 20hours_ Learing about swim teaching
13/04/2026_The ASA Swim for | 17.00 2000 30hours _ Level 1 Assitant swim teaching course calls
17/04/2026_The ASA Swim for | 17.00 2000 30hours _ Level 1 Assitant swim teaching course calls
24/04/2026_The ASA Swim for life 17.00 2000 30hours _ Level 1 Assitant swim teaching course calls
27/04/2026 _The ASA Swim for i 17.00 2000 30hours _ Level 1 Assitant swim teaching course calls
29/04/2026_The ASA Swim for| 17.00 19:00 20hours_ Practical assessment for Swim Teaching
30/04/2026_The ASA Swim for| 1200 14:00 20hours _ Writing tack for Level 1 Assistant Swim Teaching
01/05/2026_The ASA Swim for life 1200 14:00 2.0 hours _ Writing tack for Level 1 Assistant Swim Teaching.
[FVolunteerism1s the voice of the people put into action. These actions shape and mold the present _
into a future of which we can all be proud.*





