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This Journal will show examples of reflection from my time on placement at a special need’s unit, which is specifically designed for the education of children with special needs, including non-verbal, non-mobile children with disabilities, and children who have mild, moderate and severe autism. This Journal will Follow Gibb’s reflective model (1988) and will focus on three events which happened over the period of my placement. I have chosen the Gibb’s reflective model because of the structure it provides when reflecting on an experience and with the element of feelings, it provides a personal account for reflection. I wanted to be able to reflect using my feelings because it allows me to learn and plan ahead for the future.  

My First Experience

Description
Upon my first encounter with the unit manager, it was apparent that her passion was working with these children, improving the quality of their education, and creating a batter pathway into independent living. Our meeting took place within her office, as an informal chat about why I chose the unit as my placement and to be shown around to establish whether it was suitable. The meeting lasted for around an hour and a half, consisting of conversation and a guided tour of the facilities. 

Feelings
I was nervous as I approached the school, in reception I explained that I was attending a meeting with the Unit manager, and was asked to sign in, unexpectedly my photograph was taken causing me to feel confused and embarrassed as I had rushed to get my children to school, I had neglected my appearance which altered my confidence. 
I was greeted by the Unit manager, a professional, well-groomed lady, which took me by surprise, as I was not expecting such an elegant lady to be the manager of a unit for children who have special needs. Mlodinow (2012) suggests that a person’s appearance can translate to our judgement of character, as our subconscious starts to clutch at objective data available, which in this instance was the unit managers appearance, to build a bigger picture about a person. Our meeting started, with conversation quickly turning to the work that the unit manager had done pervious to and within the unit. I was mesmerised as she displayed a lot of passion for her work which made me realise, I was exactly where I needed to be. As the conversation changed to my reason for being there, my advocacy degree, I felt proud to be able to share a passion of mine, with an individual in a position of power giving me a feeling of determination and confirming that being an advocate is exactly what I want to be. Magupe (2017) suggest that for one to be passionate, one must find things that excite them, which can make you better at a particular task. Following the conversation, I was invited to walk around the unit with the manager to visit some of the classrooms and to meet the teaching staff. I felt nervous about going into the classrooms themselves, even though the unit manager had already explained to me the different needs of the pupils of this unit, I was unsure what to expect. I felt uneasy about my own reaction to the capabilities that these children had, having my own children I was worried that I would perhaps feel sorry for them. Gibbens (2018) explains that the maternal instinct is a release of a hormone within the human body called oxytocin, which can be produced in higher amounts during maternal experiences in life. I believe that as a mother, being maternal is a natural instinct when working with children which is why I had concern, however, this changed when being introduced to some of the pupils, who all have different levels of disability. I was welcomed, the children were excited, putting my nerves at ease and allowing me to relax into this new environment. Following the meeting I was elated and eager to get started, my first instinct was to phone my peers to tell them about my meeting, which I did with excitement and admiration for this achievement I had just made.  

Evaluation
This initial meeting had a positive outcome, it was good to talk about advocacy with a professional who clearly knew what advocacy was, which inspired me to learn as much as I could from my placement. I feel that because of the managers understanding of the importance of the role of an advocate, I could have prepared myself better by researching the unit in more detail, as I was unaware of a lot of the acronyms that she was using. This made me question their meanings, which even though I felt she was happy to explain, it took up valuable time, and deferred her from the point she was making, causing parts of the conversation to be missed or different points being made. Amoo (2016) Suggests that preparing yourself helps you to understand in advance, further suggesting that ‘success is where preparation and opportunity meet’. The unit manager was very interested in my decision to study advocacy and was happy to share her experience of why advocacy is needed within a special need’s unit. We discussed the need for advocacy within the unit and that it is an essential asset for the children. Whilst walking around the unit it was liberating seeing the happy, focussed, smiling faces of the children who were in a safe place, not being marginalised or discriminated against. The interest that I received from specific teaching staff about my degree allowed me to create a picture of where I wanted to spend my time during placement, and where I would learn the most. 

Analysis
I think the reason that this initial meeting was so positive is because both the unit manager and I have a passion to help people who are vulnerable, creating a common goal through two different lines of work which Redmond (2016) explains is because people who set goals are most likely dissatisfied with their current performance levels, explaining why I am furthering my education and attending this placement. I think that when passion is involved it creates an opportunity for deeper conversation, and with the way that the unit manager made it so easy to talk to her, coupled with the common mindset that we had regarding advocacy for vulnerable people, conversation was flowing continuously. I felt that I had learnt a lot within this short meeting, and I appreciated the experience that the unit manager had within her years of working with children. Although I was unfamiliar with the acronyms that she used, the unit manager understood that this was a specific area of advocacy that I had not yet experienced, creating an opportunity for the unit manager to become the teacher, which I felt that she enjoyed. I think this encouraged the unit manager to explain deeper and talk less in jargon, which took away the barrier and allowed for active listening. Rogers and Farson (1957) explain that when we actively listen, we can make better judgements and evaluations whilst absorbing information better. After leaving the unit, the eager feeling that I experienced was partly down to excitement which. This resulted in me feeling both needed and wanted, which provided me with the confidence to approach my placement knowing that all the knowledge I will gain will be essential for the advocacy work that I can do in the future. 

Conclusions
What I have learnt from this experience is that when a passion is shared with another, it creates a need within me, to do my best and to succeed. This experience also provided me with the confidence that I am currently on the exact path that I need to be on as a person, advocacy is an essential role that needs to be filled, especially when it is very much wanted and needed within the unit. Considering that this experience was a positive one, it is hard to think about things that I would change, however, I believe that had I prepared myself better with the jargon used, particularly the acronyms that the unit manager used when describing the different levels of special needs, it would have made for easier conversation, however, with this placement being my first experience of working with children with special needs, it was a refreshing to have new terminology to learn and study. Guberti (2014) explains that starting something new is not something that everyone enjoys, however, if a person has passion, starting something new can be an interesting path, even if it takes a lot of courage.

Action
In future, when I am preparing myself for attending a meeting, I will ensure that I prepare myself better, to allow myself more time before hand to compose myself, not rush my appearance and try not to feel fearful about the day ahead. Schirmer (2014) explains that fear is an emotion that derives from a threat, such as an event, creating a range of behaviours, sometimes unpredictable, yet the feeling of fear is short lived, explaining why I felt able to continue with the day with confidence. Another point I will be taking forward is the skill of preparation, I will in future be more prepared for the conversation and try to educate myself the best I can about anything the meeting could entail, this will allow me to understand the jargon better, and be able to ask more questions directly about an area I am unsure about without seeming like an open book. 

My Second Experience 

Description 
On the second morning of my placement, I was assigned to the low ability learning and typical autism class consisting of five boys aged between eleven and thirteen. The teaching staff consisted of a class teacher and two female teaching assistants. The boys in this class had different levels of ability, even though they were all low, some were more profound than others. This is where I met student A. Student A is a non-verbal, low functioning, low ability autistic who presented in a childlike manner. Prior to interacting with these children, I was briefed by the class teacher that some of these children have tendencies to be very childlike and see women as their mothers. I was told some of the common ques in which to look out for and at what point I should step away from any interaction. I had also been told that student A had a tendency to lash out when he was frustrated, and I was shown the cuts and bruises on the teacher’s arms. During this experience I was asked to sit with student A to perform an educational task whilst promoting his use of the communication aid. The task was achieved; however, the communication aid was more of a struggle. Following some time together on the communication aid, student A managed to make a sentence by using the pictures on the communication aid, something that he had not previously done, and something that I was not expecting to happen. 

Feelings
When I learnt that I was starting my day within the low ability learning and typical autism class I felt apprehensive, as being a mum, I knew how to interact with children, but I was unsure how to interreact with children who couldn’t communicate with their voice, Harris (2016) suggests that disability is the ‘Elephant in the room’ that many people still do not feel comfortable even talking about, and explains when faced with an unknown disability, it is natural to feel nervous about what to expect. was given a small induction by the class teacher regarding the personalities and the abilities within the class, including the aggressive outbursts displayed by student A. The teacher presented with a calmness when interacting with his class, which transferred onto me, as in order to interact with the children effectively I needed to remain calm, to put my apprehensions and fears to one side and approach them with a friendly, calm demeaner. 
My first task of the day was to work with student A to arrange objects from smallest to biggest and describe the object using his communication aid. Student A worked very well with the objects and was able to put them in the correct order with little reassurance, however, student A struggled when it came to the describing of the objects on his communication aid. As I saw his frustration growing, I started to feel anxious, and decided to be patient and allow him the time he needed to work through his communication aid. I started by asking him simple questions using very simple sign along, which was displayed in many parts of the room, attempting to calm down his frustration by distracting him with a simpler task. In order to do this, I needed to calm down my own anxiety and regain the confidence that I had entered the room with. Student A started to describe the objects, a ball, a toy train and an alarm clock were the first of many, following this activity, I took myself to a quiet corner to make notes on this experience.  Roughly five minutes later, I felt a tap on my shoulder, and student A was holding his communication aid. Pressing play, it read out “Can we play toys”. I was amazed, as I was under the impression that student A was unable to use it to this extent. It was in that moment that I realised, that it is children like these, disadvantaged through no fault of their own who deserve our time, they deserve advocacy, and I felt determined that I am the one who is going to provide it. 

Evaluation
This experience gave me very mixed feelings, however, there were certainly good and bad points to consider. At the beginning of the day, I was apprehensive about what my day was going to consist of, however, I find that apprehension gives me curiosity, and that allows me to explore any task I have been given cautiously yet extensively. Being an active listener at the beginning of the day allowed me to digest the information provided by the teaching staff regarding the personalities of the five students, I believe that this allowed me to have the confidence to work in a professional yet friendly manner. Upon learning about the physical outbursts that student A had, it made me realise that this was not a main stream school, and I was in a position to take an active step within these children’s lives, even though I would only be there for a few short weeks, I was aware that any form of change in their lives could result in upsetting the dynamics, making me concentrate harder on presenting myself professionally yet friendly and approachable. 
Being able to sit and work with an individual who has ASD was always going to be a challenge for me, but I did surprise myself. Even though student A was non-verbal, communication is still a vital part of his life, and by making that connection we were able to communicate, be it through body language or by the minimal sign along that I knew, it resulted in a much greater achievement, in which not only myself, but the teaching staff recognised. Lewis (2012) explains that body language is a language within itself, explaining that all movements of the body have meaning, and that these are non-verbal forms of language. Lewis (2012) explains, that following bad news, a verbal ‘I am sorry’ and a hug can mean the same thing. Meaning that reading body language is the same as listening to an individual.

Analysis
Katherine Hobbs (no date), a researcher and journalist explains that Children with low functioning autism struggle to complete activities of daily living. They generally need help with most activities. This gives an explanation as to why I was asked to work with student A during his educational task, to provide support for him, however, the NHS (2015) suggest that children who have autism may be supersensitive to change, including environments, routine and people who come into their lives. This is contrary to the reaction I received from not only student A but the whole class, all of which were very welcoming and interested in who I was and happy to work with me when asked. I believe that it went well because during my brief from the class teacher, prior to the engagement with the children, I was well informed of what to expect and how best to approach the children. This allowed me to compose myself and present myself in a calm, approachable, friendly manner which in turn made the children feel relaxed instead of anxious at a new person interreacting within their classroom. I believe that this was also the reason I received such a positive response from student A. Stanford Children’s Health (2020) explains that people who are interacting with a child who has Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) need to understand that communication is a barrier, and there is not one correct way to communicate effectively. Stanford Children’s Health provides some tips in which they claim family members of ASD children have had success with. Some of these include: Be patient, be persistent but resilient and believe, if you truly believe that a child can achieve, then the possibilities are endless. Considering the tips that Stanford Children’s Health provides, I believe that these are three skills that I naturally have, and have developed through not only my advocacy degree, but through personal experience of being a mum. 

Conclusions
I have learnt from this experience that even without verbal communication, children with ASD are still able to communicate when they are given time, patience and persistence. I have learnt that the way I portray myself is important, and my own feelings need to be secure before engaging with an activity one on one with a child with ASD. This allows them to be the main focus and allowing them the time they deserve to achieve. I have also learnt the importance of Active Listening, by actively listening to the class teacher, I was able to process the instructions and understand the advice provided, allowing me to be prepared. I have also learnt the valuable communication tool of sign along, the children within this class do not have the cognitive ability to use other forms of Sign language, including British Sign Language and Makaton, sign along is the easiest and most simple form of sign language. Sign along is a form of communication that I feel will be invaluable in my future career, and I plan to take online courses following the deadlines I have for university, to be able to gain and develop the skill. 

Action plan
If I was put in the same position again, I would be very happy with the way I approached and executed the task and would not change the experience, however, knowing very little about children with low functioning, low ability ASD, I feel that I would benefit from leaning more about autism, including information about child psychology in connection to autism and familiarise myself with different ways of providing support to these children. I think it would be imperative to learn sign along, as it was a normal, automatic function that not only the class teacher performed, but all the teachers within the unit. I will develop the sign along skill through an online learning platform, who offer a free workbook once a week, that you can work through at your own pace, in your own time. I will also consider studying further into autism as a disorder, looking specifically at autism within education, and the role that advocacy can play. During this experience I was reminded that advocacy is itself a communication tool used by an individual, but first the advocate must be able to communicate effectively, by having the knowledge, in this case about autism, and at least an understanding of the way that the individual person communicates, be that verbally, using a communication aid or by a form of sign language. This is why I feel it is important for my own self-development to further my knowledge and skills.

My Third Experience

Description 
I was invited to participate as an observer in an annual education review meeting concerning a looked after child (LAC). Present in the meeting was the child (Student B) the school Emotional Learning Support Assistant (ELSA), the unit manager, the child’s allocated social worker and a student social worker, the child’s foster mother, the child’s advocate, the child’s teacher and a student on teacher training placement and me. The meeting took place in an office style room with a ‘U’ shape of desks, positioned around a projector screen. Student B was positioned in the middle, facing the projector screen directly with her foster mother and her advocate either side of her. The meeting started with a greeting from the unit manager, and an introduction as to why we were there. The unit manager then formally introduced herself and asked everybody in the room to do the same, providing their name and their reason for being there. The meeting consisted of a power point presentation that student B had created with the help of her Advocate and her teacher, which showed her progress since the last annual review, including things that she had enjoyed doing in school, changes to her home life, and also things that she had found difficult. There was then a discussion about the PowerPoint presentation and a word document was produced on the presentation screen which contained points made in the previous annual review, and the answers that student B had provided them with in the previous review. The purpose of the word document was to decide if student B’s views, wants and needs had changed, including both her home and her educational needs.  The meeting was interrupted by a member of the teaching staff, asking if student B wanted to come for lunch, as it was now lunch time, to which she agreed happily and left the room. The meeting continued without her, following the same word document and the professionals now talking amongst themselves as opposed to asking student B her opinion. The meeting concluded with action points raised to complete before the next annual review by the unit manager, who thanked everyone in attendance for attending, and officially closed the meeting. 
Feelings
Being invited to observe an annual educational review meeting of a LAC child I felt excited, enthusiastic and eager to get started. Having previously studied a LAC review during my degree, I felt that I had a good idea of what the meeting would entail and felt privileged to attend something I felt I knew a little about. The positioning of the room made it feel very formal, yet with student B at the centre, it was clear that the room layout had been carefully planned. When it was my turn to introduce myself, I suddenly felt nervous, being in a room with professionals, I felt like an insignificant part and wanted to remain anonymous, however, I introduced myself clearly and professionally. During the PowerPoint presentation it was heart-warming to see the activities that student B had participated in throughout the year, and whilst looking at her face, I felt confident that this child is the product of a system that has done everything right. During the discussion, it was reassuring to me that every person who is involved in this child’s life was involved deeply, and it was humbling to see how admired she was both within the unit and at home. During this discussion I learnt some facts about the child’s history, which triggered my maternal instincts and made me think about my own children, making me feel both sad that this child had not experienced being brought up by her own mother, but also happiness that she was away from a situation that would of created a negative impact on her life. Seltzer (2014) explains that it is natural to feel two different emotions at once, explaining that heads and tails are two different sides of the same coin, and as humans, we too have two sides which can be torn between themselves. When focussing on Student B’s educational needs, her disability became apparent. Student B has autism with global delay. Student B wanted to tell the unit manager that she didn’t like the chair she used in class as her feet could not rest on the floor properly. This made me feel confused, I wondered why it had taken an annual review meeting for her to mention this, at this point I felt like I had to stop myself from interrupting the meeting as it would have been inappropriate as an observer, however, it did not stop me thinking about why were these reviews annual, and why had this not been brought up before. This was typed into the word document with the teacher deciding that they would try a different chair once they were back in class. When student B left the room, I was surprised that the meeting continued without her, as the focus of the meeting had been all about student B, and I found it difficult to understand how they could be answering questions directed at her without her there. Remembering how in my studies of a LAC review I had learnt that a child may leave the room should sensitive information need to be discussed, I understood that the child does not have to be a part of the meeting, however, I did not feel that it was appropriate for them to answer questions on her behalf. This made me feel disappointed, and again I had a strong urge to interrupt, but once again I didn’t. At the end of the meeting the unit manager asked if anyone had anything else to say, this gave me butterflies in my stomach, again I had conflicted feelings because I wanted to express how I felt morally, yet I didn’t want to question the ethics of the placement I was in, I decided not to say anything. Reflecting on my experience I regret not expressing my feelings within the meeting, as I feel I would have either been able to gain clarity on why they continued, or even reminded them on professional standards. Sreenivasan and Weinberger (2018) explain that regret is often accompanied by other negative feelings that play on your mind such as disappointment, with individuals engaging in cognitive exercises to try to help them understand why they made a poor decision.

Evaluation
I was glad that I had the opportunity to attend the meeting, it was an experience that made my placement feel worthwhile. It was interesting to see the professionals work together in a multi-agency approach, and how the focus was on the child. It was clear that policy was followed, including the Children and Families Act 2014, which the Department for Education (2015) announces that children within care will receive the highest quality support within their education that they need to succeed. Reflecting on this meeting, I do believe that the aim was to ensure that the unit was providing student B with the best support that they could. I was however disappointed that following student B leaving the room, the meeting continued without her, and that I didn’t feel in a position to be able to express my feelings. Although this element of the experience was negative, overall, I could see that student B was happy and confident with both her school and home setting, and I accept that even though the meeting carried on without her, she was happy and thriving and that was all that mattered. 

Analysis
Being invited to observe a professional meeting was paramount to my education within the advocacy field, as advocacy is ultimately about working with an individual in this situation. It was interesting to observe the contribution of the professional advocate who was in the meeting, and her interaction with student B, which gave me a good idea of how, as a professional, I will be expected to conduct myself when I am in that position. The flow of the meeting worked well, and even though I was an observer in a formal meeting, the meeting was focussed on student B, so it was made to feel less formal, and more fun, which allowed me to relax and take in every detail. Justine Clarabut (2019) explains that when we relax, the flow of blood increases within our body which gives us more energy, allowing us to be calmer with a clearer mind, aiding concentration. When Student B left the room the dynamics changed, the tone seamed to change to a more adult dialogue, Katherine Lee (2019) explains that when adults talk to children they should be aware of their tone of voice, and the words that they use, as the child will be more likely to listen to a calm, reasonable voice (Lee, 2019). I believe that this was a natural shift and not intentional, and perhaps only picked up by me because of my negative feeling towards the continuation of the meeting without student B present. Surviving Safeguarding (2017) expresses that children should be fully involved in the process of a LAC review. I believe that the reason they carried on with the meeting was because student B was not presenting with any significant problems, and was happy with the situation she was currently in. Her Advocate was there to speak on her behalf, and within her PowerPoint presentation she had already explained what she wanted to talk about, and the rest was ‘adult jargon’ and paperwork, therefore it was appropriate for her to be missing from the meeting. 

Conclusion
From this experience I have learnt that with all formal meetings, there is an element of something personal, in this instance, witnessing a LAC made me think about my own children. This suggests that being an advocate may be difficult at times, because there are always going to be personal boundaries, which may affect our emotions and our ethics. I have learnt that although the process is a formality, it should never be made to feel scary to a child, and ultimately the child is the most important element of that meeting, so by giving them a task, in this instance creating a PowerPoint, it allows them to express themselves, without talking in front of adults who are part of the system. I have learnt that when I am unsure about something, I find it difficult to gain the confidence to speak up out of fear of being unprofessional or inappropriate, however, I am now confident that had I spoken up I would have been provided with a reasonable explanation without being judged. During the meeting, I felt insignificant, which is why I didn’t have the confidence. I am used to taking the boss role at my business outside of university, and being at the other end of the spectrum, a student, made me question my actions. I believe that if I had the opportunity to talk to the unit manager following the meeting and voiced my feelings, I would not have reflected on this experience I such a negative way. 

Action Plan
Reflecting on this experience, should the same thing happen again, I would ask the unit manager for an informal chat following the meeting to discuss my feelings towards student B not being present for part of the meeting, I would then ask why the meeting carried on. In order to do this I need to develop confidence when speaking to a person in a position of power, and remember that even though I am a student, I still have up to date research and knowledge about policy and legislation, that through my journey of advocacy have learnt to use, and I am able to self-advocate and speak up when I feel something is not right. I do however believe there is a time and a place for this, and that it should be approached professionally, as I suggested in the form of an informal meeting with the manager prior to the formal meeting. Boylan and Dalrymple (2009) explain that self-advocacy means that an individual can speak up for themselves, and people must listen. Goodley (2000) confirms this, and expands by explaining that it involves speaking out, or standing up for an individual’s rights. This experience has reminded me that as an advocate I must speak out if I feel something is not right, I will remember how I feel now, and will not allow myself to stay quiet in the future. 
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