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Recognition and Accreditation of Prior Learning: Reflective Essay

My decision to undertake the Recognition and Accreditation of Prior Learning (RAL) module was to support in my development of valuable reflective tools and techniques to enable both professional and personal growth.  Reid (1993) in her definition noted reflection as an active process rather than passive thinking. She states, “reflection is a process of reviewing an experience of practice to describe, analyse, evaluate and so inform learning about practice”.  Mezirow (2011) believes that when we make sense of an experience, we are therefore interpreting it.  By using interpretation to guide decision-making or action, then making ‘meaning’ becomes ‘learning’”.  I agree with both statements as the vast majority of learning and in particular my learning to date has been carried out within the workplace.  On reflection, project leading the cross departmental realignment and disaggregation of individual departments really tested my skills, abilities, resilience as well my emotional capacity.  Although, the experience was a roller coaster which challenged and push boundaries, I felt the learning that I previously acquired supported aspects of this project and has enabled me to further improve and step up to the next challenge.  In addition to improving my work-based practice these transferrable skills and in addition also helped me to grow as a person and improve on personal aspects of my life which has enabled me to be a better role model for my daughter. 
I chose this RAL module to critically reflect on, and enhance my current skillset, to become a better Project and Programmes Officer, as well as to facilitate future learning and career opportunities.  I wanted to demonstrate my lifelong commitment to learning and professional development, to increase my employability and career development and prospects.  I aimed for my self-recognition to boost my confidence and validate my expertise, particularly in areas where I have extensive practical experience but lack formal qualifications.  Through experiential learning, I believe I have acquired substantial knowledge and skills and although I do not have the formal qualifications to support my learning, I feel that these skills are highly recognised by employers.  Experiential learning theory places the individual at the centre of the experience and through employing reflection on these experiences the individual develops their knowledge and perspective.  Daudelin (1996) and Daley and Cervero (2016) believe that individuals further develop their learning by linking new knowledge to past experiences and through this the individual is able to develop complex understandings and therefore make their knowledge meaningful.  In hindsight, the RAL module has enabled me to identify and build upon the level of theory which I will use as part of my work-based practice. 
Similarly, I wanted to identify and confirm my most effective learning style to adopt into my professional practice to bolster my productivity. I felt the RAL module was an opportunity to customise my learning experience to my specific professional goals and interests. Equally, by choosing this highly self-reflective module, I strived to fill any gaps in my knowledge and skillset, to develop a deeper level of expertise. 
To maintain continuity, I have decided, once again, to adopt Gibb’s (1998) model of reflective cycle to illustrate the learning acquired through undertaking the RAL module.  This model is structured and intuitive to support with triangulating existing and new learning.
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Figure 1: 2023 SlideShare from Scribd

I felt Driscoll’s’ (1994,2000) model illustrated below does not lend itself to allow me to provide a more extensive reflection compared to the Gibbs’ (1998) model above.  This is also supported by Blog.fernuni-hagen.de (2022) who describes the model as being simplistic, which may work for many, but does provide a disadvantage if a deeper reflection is required, especially if you are planning on preparing a layered or an extensive reflection. 
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Figure 2. Sourced from Google Images NursingAnwers.net



Utilising Gibbs’ (1998) model of reflective cycle, I critically reflected both my workplace practice and the successful delivery and implementation of the cross departmental realignment of service functions and disaggregation of respective staff within the Communities and Environment departments.  This module enabled me to continually reflect upon my role as the Project Lead taking account of previous projects as well as the support provided.  These opportunities have provided me with extensive learning that has informed my current practice as Project Lead.  I will continue to use Gibbs’ (1998) model of reflective cycle to support the process of critical reflection in all areas of my work and more importantly identify protected to time to conduct the process following the evaluation element of future projects.  Not only will this useful tool support individuals in isolation, but it can also collectively enable the wider workforce to support continuous service improvement.
Dewey (1933) describes critical reflection as problem solving or investigation brought about by a moment of doubt.  Whereas Habermas (1978, p 42) states critical reflection as “neither behavioural nor technical, not truth establishing nor captured by a discipline.” But rather that it critiques all other forms of knowledge, thereby surpasses simply reproducing the status quo. I subscribe to a hybrid view of these two definitions and would contribute that critical reflection is a fundamental process to knowledge creation and acquisition. 
Although the demand on time to complete this module due to current work pressures and personal commitments was a concern, however, I did anticipate that this module would be relatively straight forward to complete as the content was based on an area of work that I was personally heavily involved in.  In addition, I also considered myself a natural reflector and believed I was already demonstrating the associated qualities to enhance my understanding of my experiences. However, in truth, I had misattributed my overthinking tendencies as self-reflection as the learning I have recently acquired as part of the RAL module emphasised that there is no correlation between overthinking and reflecting.  I now acknowledge that my lack of understanding resulted in a misconception of the term critical reflection. 
Embarking on this module taught me that there are specific differences between overthinking and self-reflecting, namely that overthinking can be a symptom of anxiety which does not provide any tangible or productive benefits.  Overthinking is a continuous loop of unproductive thoughts and similarly, my overthinking tendencies typically led to me catastrophising situations from a pessimistic perspective, as opposed to critically reflecting in a realistic, constructive, and productive manor.  For example, where I believed I was being self-reflective in considering my experiential learning as inferior to my colleagues’ academic qualifications, I can now recognise as overthinking behaviour, and experience of imposter syndrome which I will elaborate on further later in this essay.  In addition, Beck (1976) believed his cognitive model hypothesises that people’s emotions and behaviours are influenced by their perceptions of events.  Beck (1976) identified three levels of cognition which included core beliefs, dysfunctional assumptions, and negative automatic thoughts.  These three levels are illustrated with the diagram below:
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Figure 3: The cognitive triad of negative core beliefs.
A summary of the three components are as follows:
1. Core beliefs:  These are deeply held beliefs about self, others, and the world.  These are usually learned early in life and influenced by childhood experiences.
2. Dysfunctional assumptions:  These are rigid and conditional rules that people adopt as such ‘rules for living’.  Often these are considered to be unrealistic, but the rule is that ‘its better not to try than to risk failing’.
3. Negative automatic thoughts:  These are involuntarily activated with characteristics of low self-esteem, feeling of uselessness and the ability to overestimate risks and underestimate the ability to cope.
Having had the ability to research this theory as part of my RAL module has been one of the highlights for me.  To be able to relate feelings to theory and understand how, why and tools to improve has been both insightful and beneficial to me on a personal level.  To be able to identify triggers and positively adapt, modify behaviour and thinking will promote my ability to be an effective Project and Programmes Officer.  
As part of the process of critical reflection, I completed a questionnaire on learning styles developed by Honey and Mumford (1986), which highlighted that I am an activist closely followed by a pragmatist.  Having undertaken the exercise, I can clearly see how I fit within both learning styles as they somewhat overlap in relation to a hands on practical approach to learning.  For a future challenge and to improve good practice, I would like to shift my position into a reflector as I believe this will help me to develop further which will add value when undertaking future projects.  In particular the ability to slow down and take the time to consider ideas, options, feedback as opposed to my natural disposition to immediately display a knee jerk reaction to everything.  However, upon reflection the outcome could not have been further from what I had initially labelled myself to be.  The Honey and Mumford (1986) model captured four different learning styles based on preferences for approaching and processing new information.  The below model illustrates each learning style.
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Figure 4: Copyright 2023 Minute Tools

The four learning styles identified by Honey and Mumford (1986) include:
· Activists:  This group of individuals learn best through hands-on experiences and involvement in real life situations.  Key characteristics of an activist often include being enthusiastic, enjoy active participation, risk takers and running before they can walk with very limited planning or reflection.
· Reflectors: This group of individuals prefer to observe and carefully consider things before taking action.  Key characteristics of a reflector often include being much more reserved, prefer solitary learning activities and appreciate opportunities for quiet contemplation.
· Theorists: This group of individuals prefer logical and systematic approaches to learning, valuing clear guidance, explanations, and structured learning materials. Key characteristics of a reflector often include group activities with the ability to take reflect on shared ideas, suggestions, thoughts, etc and then analyse by way of making connections between ideas. 
· Pragmatists: This group of individuals learn best through practical application of knowledge.  Similar to an activist, they prefer learning through real-life examples and hands-on experiences.  Key characteristics of a pragmatist include problem solving, practical tasks and value the opportunity to put theory in practice.


In relation to timescales, I naively felt that the length of time allocated to complete this module was somewhat excessive, which I fed back at one of my tutorial sessions.  Upon reflection, I now acknowledge that the timescale awarded is proportionate to the module requirements and that I completely overestimated my capabilities and comprehension of this module.  In hindsight, I would have also managed my time much more effectively to account for the time needed to identify and source my supporting evidence. Despite the wealth of reflective and change management theory available on the internet, which took me a considerable amount of time to identify appropriate ones, Carmarthenshire County Council lacked the relevant processes, policies, and procedures to support the disaggregation element.  Upon reflection, this made the whole process much more difficult to navigate and required time and resources over and above what was available to me.
I also felt slightly out of my depth as this is only the second piece of academic writing I have completed and both areas are attributed to MA qualification.  This was evident in my initial feedback from my tutor, as the content of my work was structurally tailored for a report as opposed to an academic piece of writing.  The lack of experience utilising the Harvard referencing style as well as identifying academic underpinning inhibited me in at the very start when formulating my Learning Area and Learning Outcomes.  In addition, my inability to look inward to compartmentalise and identify areas of learning was not a natural skillset that I possess.  As a result, the lack of knowledge and understanding did have an impact on my enthusiasm as well as timescales.   I concluded that regular tutorial catch-ups and guidance as as the ability provide examples were a beneficial source of support to aid my learning of academic writing to meet the expectations of the course.
In retrospect, I clearly encountered some unexpected challenges at the beginning which included the appropriate identification of a learning area.  Upon reflection, I seemed to have over complicated this element as I was trying to shoehorn too larger projects which allowed it to become too flexible and difficult to structure.  I had originally chosen the implementation of a new Information Technology (IT) system and mobile devices within the Domiciliary Care Service and managed to complete Learning Outcome 1 (LO1).  However, the broad scope of this project did not lend itself easily to the learning area and I decided to backtrack and re-consider my options and identify an alternative project. At this point, I started to identify experiential learning examples more easily in other projects that I had been involved with. For example, in contrast to the initial learning area, the cross departmental re-alignment project was current which enabled me to clearly recall the implementation process allowing me to focus easily on each step.  
Upon reflection, the support of my tutor was instrumental in providing a steer to support me with refining my Learning Outcomes as I felt lines were slightly blurred and narrative overlapped and did not want to be placed in a position where I was double claiming credits.  This has been difficult to compartmentalise as I viewed it as one project with each component lending itself into the next maintaining continuity.

To supplement the process, I utilised a reflective model to structure my approach.  Looking back, my decision to use Gibbs’ (1998) reflective cycle was overall the best option as it encouraged me to consider the six stages which included emotions, evaluate experiences, critically analyse, and develop action plans. The emotional consideration element of Gibbs’ model lends itself to my personal style which as an emotionally intuitive person, keeping me in my comfort zone, which played to my strengths. Upon reflection, the significance of utilising this model, enabled me to enhance self-awareness, learning and the ability to apply insights into future situations to promote continuous improvement.  I utilised Gibbs’ model to support a previous module which was new territory and I acknowledge now that I have significantly improved my thought processes, as well as my professional and academic articulation. This has further increased my self-awareness, promoted my personal growth which in turn supports healthier relationships and improved well-being. This can be evidenced by a study conducted by Fekonja et al. (2018) who found that student nurses who adopted Gibbs’ model of self-reflection demonstrated greater emotional experience and improved interpersonal relationships in clinical practice.    Upon adopting Gibbs’ reflective cycle model of self-reflection, I made a more concerted effort to identify my emotions as part of my professional practice, which, upon further research, led me to identifying my experiences of imposter syndrome throughout my career. I felt that I did not have the right abilities to successfully lead the project but having researched the imposter phenomenon, I could relate completely to the feeling of inadequacy and of being a fraud.
As a result of the module offering a unique opportunity to reflect on a recent project that I led on, I felt it was massively beneficial as it allowed me to step back and consider the good and poor practices.  Upon reflection, I now have a better understanding if critical reflection and the theories to support.  The learning acquired because of this model will further support the rest of the qualification.
After reflecting on this process, I have determined that my ability to navigate relationships played a crucial role in understanding and improving relationships with others.  By reflecting on my interactions, I have gained insight into my communication style, empathetic skills and the impact of my words and actions of those around me.  Through this process of identifying these key characteristics, I have developed a greater appreciation and respect for the diversity of perspectives and a willingness to listen and learn from others.  The learning acquired within this area will help support my repositioning to a more of a reflector category.  I will make a conscious effort to promote this good practice and will enlist a work colleague to act as a critical friend to feedback on my progress.
In terms of thoughts and feelings, these are important stages of reflection, which are typical characteristics of my personal style, which is evidenced within the recent Insights Discovery Personal Profile undertaken (Appendix A) as part of the MA programme.  
Using Jung’s (1921) typology model, the Insights Discovery profile provides an opportunity to undertake a series of questions which are captured and articulated providing a better understanding of one’s own strengths and weaknesses.  This model also positions you into an associated colour energy. Having this insight to self-understanding effectively supports and develops the way in which we can better respond to situations and demands within both our work and personal environment.
Upon reflection, I felt it was a useful exercise and as a result it provided some food for thought.  I agree with much of the detail which captured the fact I have difficulty in quick or unprepared articulation.  I can also take the most well-intentioned criticism personally and can respond by becoming flustered.  In addition, I am somewhat vulnerable to the criticism of others as I tend to take feedback personally, which leads me to take offence and become discouraged, all of which is closely link with the imposter phenomenon.  These are not useful traits which overtime I have been acquiring new skills to learn how to self-manage my thoughts and feelings and to accept constructive criticism and positively challenge perceptions and existing views and demonstrate more confidence in expressing opinions.  This outcome also supports the imposter phenomenon theory, providing continuity in my thought process.
Overall, I agree with the colour energy of ‘Earth Green’.  I am an individual who encourages, is caring, amiable and sharing, but perhaps not so much patient which supports my positioning within the category of an Activist.
Although, as individuals we can span across all colour energies depending on the person, we are able to dial up and/or dial down colour energies depending on circumstances.  From the Insights 72 Type Wheel diagram below, this shows that I am positioned heavily within the category of ‘Supporter’ or simply put an ‘introvert feeler’.  Mudamasters (2022) describes the key characteristics of an introvert feeler as those that are good listeners with the ability to know what the right or wrong thing is to do and knowing what drives people using their gut instinct.  Upon reflection, this characteristic supports with bringing about satisfaction in helping others and promotes harmony and acceptation.  However, the introvert feeler’s greatest fears are conflict and change, which is in line with the outcome of my ‘Possible Blind Spots’ within the Insights profile. Considering my Insights Discovery Personal Profile results, I would have amended my approach to the cross departmental realignment and disaggregation of staff by aiming to best identify the colour energies of my colleagues on the project.  The learning gained would have enabled me to dial up or dial down different energies to adapt my approach to effectively suit each situation. This would have enabled me to better navigate my interpersonal relationships with my colleagues on the project, and in turn benefitted the project. 
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Figure 5.  Sourced from Insights Discovery Personal Profile


To support my professional development, this document has been shared with my line manager in order gain a better understanding of my strengths, weaknesses, learning styles and blind spots.  The significance of sharing this personal data is to further enhance the relationship.  As a learning opportunity, I have requested that this would be an interesting exercise to review in 12 months to see where I am positioned which will also capture my CPD.  As an additional exercise, members of the team have also undertaken an Insights profile exercise in past qualifications and sharing this information could improve team relationships.
On analysis, I believed that the RAL module helped me better connect the dots between the theory and the practical applications and how I could apply these within the workplace.  The learning acquired through the process of reflection, allowed me to pinpoint important lessons related to the way I led the project. Such lessons included the benefit of early communication with stakeholders, my ability to adapt and coproduce a disaggregation process to minimise staff impact in the Human Resources (HR) department and understand the impact of resistance to change on project aims and deadlines. I believe I am now more aware of my capabilities and awareness of good practices to oversee change management efforts.
In retrospect, I should have structured my time much more effectively to support further research into critical reflection and to account for the delays accrued when I made the wrong decision on the initial learning area.  This would have been a more positive experience if I had adopted a more sensible programmed approach to completing this module.  I realised that I placed aside some of the fundamental skills I have acquired over the years as a Project and Programmes Officer (e.g. identifying and setting milestones, tutor catch-ups, research, etc) and did not apply the learning and experience effectively to support me in completing this task.  
The learning acquired throughout this module highlighted that reflection is a powerful tool and has given me the ability to explore my experiences, thoughts and emotions which has helped in a deeper understanding of myself.  The significance of critically reflecting has enabled me to uncover valuable insights and learn from my past to help shape the future.  
After this activity, I believe I have learnt the importance of accepting that I will fail and have setbacks, and these are possibly the most transformative experiences.  Through reflecting on my failures, I have learned valuable lessons and started to foster resilience, which is a quality that I wish to improve to support future practice.  Equally, learning from success has helped me identify key contributing factors, such as hard work, commitment, and the support of others.  Understanding the impact of success on my motivation and self-confidence has empowered me to set new goals and to pursue even greater achievements.
I have also learnt through my research of the imposter phenomenon, that it can negatively impact one’s sense of autonomy, social relations, professional goal-directedness, and self-esteem (Leary et al., 2000).  Holt (2018) also notes “I feel compelled to think of myself as an involuntary swindler”.  I believed this impacted on my ability to thrive as the project lead and in some ways held me back.  Through identifying a coach, I will ensure I overcome the feeling of doubt, but this will need to be continually worked upon and that time and effort coming from within.  I will actively measure progress through the coaching sessions as well as through 1:2:1’s with my line manager.  In addition, I will make a conscious effort to undertake formal training sessions as well as proactively attend calendar events (e.g. meetings, etc) and chair to establish a tangible way of building on my confidence levels.

As an area of development and as a result of this opportunity, I have sourced through the Learning and Development department a coach to help overcome come the feelings associated with the imposter phenomenon.  Whitmore (2002) who believes that the term coaching refers to unlocking a person’s potential to maximise their own performance.  This is supported by Lord et al. (2008) who describes coaching as an enabling process that aims at enhancing learning and development with the intention of improving the performance in a specific aspect of practice.  
Bigg’s (1996) Presage-Process-Product Model illustrates the relationships of the factors that influence learning.  The diagram below highlights the different stages that contribute to the learning acquired by the coachee as a result of having a coach. 
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Figure 6: Adaptation of Biggs 3Ps Model and Vygotsky Scaffolding

Upon reflection, time spent meeting with my line manager by way of informal coaching sessions has acted as the scaffolding which has continued to support me as part of future projects to promote development, confidence and sharing of information.  After this activity, I found past sessions to be a significant mechanism for learning and sharing of good practices. Equally, in gaining my MA qualification, these coaching sessions have been invaluable in providing an open forum for discussion and brainstorming suitable projects to elaborate on in my learning areas and outcomes. Moreover, whereas my cognitive tendency for overthinking and succumbing to imposter syndrome was alleviated by our discussions which realigned my perspective positively.  
On reflection, by reflecting on the learning I have gained relating to Learning Outcome 1 and 2, the need to communicate and engage with people is paramount for any project to succeed which is supported by Lewin, K. (1951) and Kotter, J. (1995) for example, who have introduced appropriate key stages for consideration to account for, leadership, communication and engagement, awareness, transparency, motivation and defining the vision, which are all integral contributions to success.  However, I have also learnt that poor communication can result in staff becoming blockers, resistant and challenging which can sometimes result in a withdrawal of a project.  I am now able to effectively communicate with key stakeholders, build stronger interpersonal relationships with colleagues and have improved my networking skills, which promote the success of projects.  The promotion of good communication is only half the solution as all projects require a clear and sensible vision and without this the likelihood of a successful outcome is greatly reduced.  This is supported by Kotter (1995) who believes that without a sensible vision, a transformation effort can easily dissolve into a lid of confusing projects that can take the organisation in the wrong direction or even nowhere at all. 
In conclusion, this module has significantly improved my awareness of the term critical reflection as well as helped me to reflect on how effective my approach has been and where the learning gained can be applied in the future.  I have concluded that my role involves moving to various projects and being part of a very small team and that time is not always readily available to reflect on what went well and what could be improved.  However, because of the learning and experience acquired to date, I feel I have made a conscious effort to actively reflect which has positively impacted my ability to improve on current and new practices. Reid (1993) states ‘reflection is a process of reviewing an experience of practice to describe, analyse, evaluate and so inform learning about practice’ 
On reflection, I believe I have developed considerably as a project lead over the last few years. As a direct result of my experiences and learning obtained through the RAL module, I feel much more confident in leading change and effectively engaging with staff.  The learning acquired has provided me with the foundation to excel good practice and further develop my career prospects.
To support my continuous learning, I will continue developing through accessing training courses as well as continue networking with individuals within the Authority and third-party organisations.  This will enable a holistic view of what works well, and wont does not as well as learn ways to improve implementation and maximise staff engagement during the journey. To support my continuous learning, I have developed an action plan to map out good practice and new learning that can help inform future projects. To support this process, I will take the time to share my reflective findings with my line manager to support in my personal development.  In addition, the same approach will be applied to work-based projects and tasks.

The learning I acquired during the RAL module has highlighted several significant areas which critical reflection is necessary to improve professional practice.  Particularly, I have a greater awareness and recognition of the imposter phenomenon.  This feeling can channel negative thoughts and questions validity and on accession, I have questioned whether this is the right job role for me.  However, I was not aware of this phenomenon until I commenced the RAL module.  As a direct result, I have along with my line manager put in place a series of support measures (e.g., allocation of a coach, identified a critical friend, exposure across the departments by way of attending meetings) and to take time reflect which will help challenge negative thoughts and remind myself of positive achievements to promote personal growth.  

By undertaking the RAL module, I have critically analysed my practice in relation to this piece of work, which has enabled me to identify good practice and also areas for development.  One such area relates to the ability to change embedded culture.  As a consequence of lack of change, the thinking of ‘we have always worked this’ had resulted in element of resistance to the process.  I found this behaviour challenging as it influenced the project group’s ability to implement and manage change efficiently and effectively.  On reflection, by fostering a culture where the project group promoted and valued openness, collaboration, innovation, and transparency created an environment that encouraged all to embrace and drive positive change.  The learning action I will take from this is to reduce and/or mitigate the behaviour through earlier engagement with staff and encourage individuals to form part of the decision-making process to enable inclusivity and a shared vision.  To develop my skills further, I have asked to be part of project working groups on future re-alignments.  As an observation, I would also encourage continuous service improvement activities to be undertaken on a regular basis to promote change within teams and services as an opportunity to improve rather than staff view change as a hindrance.  

The RAL module has allowed me to research embedded culture and has proven useful in my understanding of what it looks like and how it occurs.  Having researched Edgar Schein’s (2004) model of organisational culture, this has developed my level of understanding and learning which I will take forward into future projects.  Edgar Schein’s (2004) organisational culture model illustrated below helps identify the various layers of culture within an organisation.
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Figure 7: Copyright 2023 Minute Tools

Edgar Schein (2004) believes there are three distinct levels and to effectively transform culture within an organisation all three levels must be addressed.  The three levels include:

1. Artefacts: Similar to an iceberg this layer of culture is visible (e.g. physical environment, office layout, way people dress, etc).  
2. Espoused:  This layer captures beliefs, ideologies, mission statement, objectives and strategies that are communicated to employees.  These values represent the strategic vision and desired culture of an organisation.
3. Assumptions:  Again, similar to an iceberg this layer is submerged and not clearly visible.  These behaviours are difficult to identify as they are thoughts and feelings, taken for granted beliefs and perceptions within an organisation.

As part of the learning acquired from this research, I will endeavour to use this model as this would have been a useful tool at the initial project concept stage.

The development of my portfolio and my reflection on it has influenced how I will undertake future projects small or large.  On reflection, this experience has completely altered how I view myself as an individual within the workplace and in a personal capacity.  One key piece of learning taken from this module is the ability to identify how difficult and challenging it has been composing a piece of reflective writing.  In hindsight, I feel it would have probably been easier to produce on behalf of someone else.  I found it extremely difficult looking inward and articulating the learning acquired and the ability not to be over descriptive in my writing.   The learning acquired through critically reflecting on my time spent on the project will further enhance my knowledge and skills to enable me to progress my career aspirations.  My learning was acquired through a real-life example underpinned by theories.  The RAL module has provided a fantastic foundation in order to develop my career further.  This experience has provided invaluable insight to theories and practical applications and will continue to further enhance overtime.  I look forward to sharing the practical and theoretical learning with others.
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