Critical Appraisal report of my placement at Oren Construction, Iwan Thomas, 2403908

1. Introduction
This report critically appraises my placement at Oren Construction, a construction company based in Carmarthen, where I shadowed the Managing Director (MD) and supported a range of operational, marketing, and financial activities. The purpose of this report is to evaluate the effectiveness of the placement in relation to the objectives established in the implementation plan, while also assessing the extent to which the experience contributed to my professional and personal development.
The report adopts a critical and analytical approach, drawing on key academic frameworks including Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984), Schön’s Reflective Practice (Schön, 1983), and SMART goal setting (Doran, 1981). In addition, the concept of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991) is used to evaluate my role within the organisation. These theories provide a structured foundation for analysing experiential learning, however, this report also critiques their limitations within the context of a dynamic and unpredictable construction environment.
By integrating insights from both my initial implementation plan and reflective journal, this appraisal aims to present a holistic evaluation of the placement process, identifying both strengths and areas of weakness for improvement, while offering recommendations for future development.

2. Evaluation of Initial Objectives
At the start of the placement with Oren construction, a series of objectives were developed using the SMART framework (Doran, 1981), with the intention of ensuring that goals were specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time sensitive. These objectives included gaining practical insight into the construction management side, improving my communication skills, gaining a better understanding of the financial processes, and contributing to marketing activities.
In practice, these objectives were only partially achieved. While I gained broad exposure to various aspects of construction management through site visits and observational learning, the depth of engagement was limited. For example, although I observed contractor coordination and health and safety practices, I was rarely involved in decision-making processes. This restricted my ability to translate theoretical knowledge into practical.
The objective of improving communication skills also revealed mixed outcomes. While my written communication improved through administrative tasks such as organising meetings, reviewing documentation, sending invoices to clients with a detailed explanation of works, my verbal communication remained underdeveloped. This was largely due to a lack of confidence and limited participation in discussions, which reduced opportunities for active learning.
This gap between intended and achieved objectives highlights a key limitation of the SMART framework. While SMART goals are effective in providing structure and clarity, they do not account for external variables such as organisational constraints or the lack of availability of learning opportunities (Locke & Latham, 2002). As a result, the achievement of objectives was influenced not only by my own efforts but also by the context in which the placement took place.

3. Experiential Learning in Practice
My time on placement strongly reflects elements of Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (Kolb, 1984), particularly in providing concrete experiences through site visits, meetings, and exposure to real-world business operations. These experiences enabled reflective observation, as I regularly considered what I had learned through both informal reflection and structured journaling.
However, progression was inconsistent. While I engaged in observation and reflection, opportunities for active experimentation were limited. For instance, although I contributed ideas for social media content, I was not responsible for implementing or evaluating these ideas. This restricted my ability to complete the learning cycle and develop deeper practical understanding.
This limitation reflects broader critiques of Kolb’s model. Jarvis (2006) argues that experiential learning is not always a linear or normal process, particularly in workplace settings where opportunities for experimentation may be restricted. Similarly, Illeris (2007) highlights that learning is shaped by both individual and environmental factors, suggesting that the effectiveness of experiential learning depends on the context in which it occurs.
In this case, organisational constraints such as hierarchy and time pressures limited my ability to engage fully in all stages of the learning cycle. This indicates that while Kolb’s model provides a useful framework, its application in practice may be effected by real-world conditions.

4. Reflective Practice and Critical Self-Awareness
Reflective practice, as outlined by Schön (1983), played an important role in my development during the placement. I regularly engaged in reflection-on-action by reviewing my performance individually and with colleagues after key experiences, such as site visits, meetings, client phone calls and addressing the team. This enabled me to identify strengths, such as adaptability, people management & clear client communication, and weaknesses, particularly in relation to communication in meetings and confidence to speak out in the same setting.
To a lesser extent, I demonstrated reflection-in-action, particularly when adapting my behaviour during professional interactions. For example, I became more aware of how experienced professionals communicated with clients & each other and adjusted my own approach accordingly.
However, a key limitation of my reflective practice was its tendency to remain descriptive rather than analytical. While I was able to describe experiences and identify basic outcomes, I did not always critically evaluate underlying causes or broader implications. According to Gibbs (1988), effective reflection requires deeper analysis, including evaluation and action planning, which I did not consistently achieve on a day-to-day basis.
Furthermore, Boud et al. (1985) all emphasise that reflection is most effective when it challenges assumptions and leads to behavioural changes. In my case, while reflection increased my awareness of weaknesses, it did not always translate into immediate improvement, particularly in relation to confidence in professional settings.

5. Organisational Role and Participation
My role within Oren Construction can be analysed using the concept of Legitimate Peripheral Participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). As a placement student, I operated on the periphery of the organisation, observing experienced professionals and gradually engaging in tasks when appropriate.
This provided valuable insight into real-world practices, particularly in understanding how the Managing Director balanced operational responsibilities with strategic decision-making. However, the anticipated progression towards full participation was limited. Despite gaining familiarity with processes, I remained largely in an observational role throughout the entirety of the placement.
This highlights a limitation of the theory when applied in practice. Fuller et al. (2005) argue that access to participation within a community of practice is influenced by organisational structures and power dynamics. In this case, the MD’s workload and the nature of the business limited my opportunities for delegation, restricting my ability to move beyond a peripheral participation.
As a result, while I gained valuable exposure, the lack of active involvement limited the development of practical skills. This suggests that effective workplace learning requires not only observation opportunities but also opportunities for meaningful participation, no matter the scale.


6. Development of Professional Skills

Communication Skills
Placement emphasised the importance of communication within a professional construction environment. While I developed my written communication skills through administrative tasks, my verbal communication remained an area for improvement.
My inability to contribute during meetings limited my engagement and reduced opportunities for learning. This aligns with Andrews and Higson (2008), who highlight that employability skills such as communication require active participation and practice. The experience demonstrated that observing communication alone is insufficient for developing confidence and competence.

Time Management and Adaptability
The fast-paced and unpredictable nature of the construction industry required adaptability and effective time management. I developed an improved ability to respond to changing conditions, particularly during site visits where schedules were often affected by external factors such as weather.
However, my approach to time management was largely reactive rather than proactive. Claessens et al. (2007) argue that effective time management involves planning, prioritisation, and goal setting. While I was able to manage tasks as they arose, I did not consistently apply structured techniques, indicating an area for further development.

Commercial Awareness
Exposure to financial processes, including budgeting, cost estimations, and tender documentation, enhanced my understanding of the commercial aspects of construction management. This provided valuable insight into how financial decisions influence project outcomes.
However, my involvement was primarily observational, limiting my ability to apply theoretical knowledge in practice. Eraut (2004) suggests that professional learning is most effective when individuals are actively involved in meaningful tasks. Therefore, greater participation in financial activities would have enhanced my development in this area.




7. Critical Evaluation of the Placement Process
Overall, the placement was a valuable learning experience, but its effectiveness was influenced by several limitations.
Firstly, the balance between observation and participation was skewed towards passive learning. While observation is an important component of experiential learning, excessive reliance on it restricted my skill development. This suggests that placements should be designed to include more structured opportunities for active engagement.
Secondly, the availability of supervision and feedback was inconsistent. Hattie and Timperley (2007) emphasise the importance of feedback in supporting learning and development. While informal feedback was provided, the lack of structured evaluation limited my opportunities for improvement.
Thirdly, external factors such as weather conditions and project delays effected the consistency of learning opportunities. This highlights the unpredictable nature of the construction industry and the limitations of structured planning approaches.

8. Recommendations for Personal Development
Based on this appraisal, several recommendations can be made to support my future development:
· Adopt a more proactive approach to learning by actively seeking opportunities to participate and contribute (Jackson, 2014).
· Develop verbal communication skills through presentations, group discussions, and professional interactions (Andrews & Higson, 2008).
· Strengthen reflective practice by adopting a more critical and analytical approach (Gibbs, 1988).
· Implement structured time-management techniques to improve efficiency and organisation with tasks (Claessens et al., 2007).
· Seek future roles that provide greater responsibility and hands-on involvement to support experiential learning (Eraut, 2004).

9. Conclusion
In conclusion, the placement at Oren Construction provided valuable exposure to the construction industry and supported the development of foundational professional skills. While many of the initial objectives were partially achieved, the overall depth of learning was influenced by limitations in participation, supervision, and organisational context.

The application of Kolb’s (1984) and Schön’s (1983) theories provided a useful framework for analysis, although their limitations were evident in practice. Ultimately, the placement highlighted the importance of active engagement, critical reflection, and constant adaptability in professional development.
The insights gained from this experience will help my future approach to learning and career development, enabling me to take a more proactive and critically reflective role in similar opportunities.
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