Bore da. My name is Jess Beynon, student number 2216954 and I am here today to talk to you about me and how I got here.
Merthyr Tydfil, in the Welsh Valleys, is where I was born. In deep navigation colliery, my father was a miner, and my mother was a homemaker who made every effort to raise her family well. Our playing fields were the mine and the village where we resided. We played among the coal dust with our friends. It seemed to be a much easier time for children, we feared nothing, out all the time not having to worry about any real risks. The local school was attended by all the children in the village, everybody knew everybody. The community was built around the mine. All families had someone who worked there either then or in the past. It was somewhere our grandparents, and great grandparents had worked. A strong feeling of community prevailed. I remember the bad times of the miners’ strike in the 1980’s. It was a hard time. My Dad was the only one bringing money into the home. My Mum couldn’t provide food for us, she relied heavily on my grandparents and at this time she did have to go out and find work in a local shop to support our family. Benoy (2018) says the South Wales coalfield villages have always been distinguished by a rather homogeneous working-class sense of group identity since their founding in the early 1800s. The miners' union membership and their work in the mines were linked by men to their Welsh identity. A particular kind of labour that brought Welsh men together in solidarity and friendship was mining, which was extremely hazardous. Women were prohibited from working underground, though, and because there were no other profitable businesses for them to engage in, the majority were forced to take part-time jobs for meagre pay or continue as housewives and mothers. This was a significant shift for my sister and myself when my mother began working. We realised that if we desired a decent job when we were eighteen, our education seemed to be much more significant. However, there was still no expectation that either of us would attend university. 
My first child was born when I was seventeen years old. I was dependent on both my parents and my daughter's father for assistance. Other than carrying on my mother's duty, it seemed like I had little possibility to progress and succeed in life. According to Chigona and Chetty's (2008) research, adolescent pregnancy not only interferes with but also hinders females' education. According to a review, there is strong evidence that childcare duties are gendered and usually assigned to teenage mothers (Willan, 2013). 

Collins (2015) says the idea that social injustices are interconnected and inseparable from one another is known as intersectionality: "race, class, gender, ethnicity, ability, age and others operate not as unitary, mutually exclusive entities, but rather as reciprocally constructing phenomena. For example, a white woman might not have the same challenges as a woman of colour. Looking at this theory now, I recognise its significance, but at the time, I did not. I was struggling to stay over the poverty line as a young mother who was now unmarried in a place where the best employment was reserved for men. There is still a lot of gender-based discrimination against women and girls. Numerous issues that disproportionately impact women and girls, such lower wages and limited educational opportunities (Amnesty International, 2024). To stay with my child during the day and be able to go to work when other people were at home, I took on menial tasks like nighttime in a factory and evening bar employment. 
My daughter began nursery at the age of 3 at the same school as I had gone to.  One of the teachers who had instructed me was still there. This teacher gave me motivation when II was at school. When I returned with my daughter this support continued and she encouraged me to help support readers in the older classes as some voluntary work. She helped me throughout the ensuing months by providing me with gentle guidance on how to help the children that I was working with, basic advice, really. I became more self-assured and began to think that I could be something. The compassion this lady showed me was such a positive experience it gave me the incentive to do more, I wanted to be like her, so I enrolled on a college course and started applying for jobs. 
The Department of Education (2024) says the minimal qualifications that employees must fulfil to be accepted as level 2 or level 3 for employees to work within the staff ratios for children. Nutbrown (2021) feels that providing high-quality early childhood education requires educators to have a strong foundation in initial education and training as well as continual professional development that supports and improves their work throughout their careers. The courses I took at levels two and three sparked my interest greatly. In addition to helping me find employment, it helped teach me how to support my own daughter. Due mostly to my daughter's age, I had my sights set on a position at a primary school. I was lucky enough to get a job quite quickly near to home. The only issue was that I would have to take a pay cut from my current salary. The job was, and still is, extremely low paying. According to the survey done by Gov.UK (2020) say the average hourly income is just £7.42, which is much less than the average female workforce's wage of £11.37 and below the minimum wage. I still see this as very unacceptable and all those years ago I very nearly walked away. It continued to demonstrate that women's jobs were still low-paying and undervalued. I would have missed my chance. I’m so glad I persevered. 
As a result, I wound up at a small rural school in the Rhymney Valley, where I remain today after 21 years. Something must have gone right because I can now reflect on my career here. It hasn't always been simple; both my personal life and my academic progress have presented numerous challenges with obstacles to conquer.
I have met some incredible colleagues. I had the good fortune to collaborate with a nursery teacher for a few years. She is incredible, and I gained a lot of experience about the early years from her expertise. In 2018, I assumed responsibility for managing the nursery. It was really intimidating because I now had to organise and effectively use a teaching assistant in addition to planning for each child's needs. It was scary to begin with. I was in charge now, yet I had always been told what to do. Welsh Government (2023) are aware that the quality of the interactions among enabling adults, engaging experiences, and effective environments is essential to helping every child advance. This must always keep in mind that the quality of engaging experiences and effective environment are strongly impacted by our position as perceptive enabling adults when it comes to children's learning. Guy-Evans (2024) says according to Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory, a person's growth is impacted by several interrelated environmental systems, which can range from the person's personal environment (such as their family) to larger social institutions. According to the notion, a child's development is a complicated web of relationships influenced by various environmental factors. To help children develop and support the growth of ecological systems in educational practice, the theory states that parents and teachers should collaborate and keep lines of communication open. Both socially and academically, the child must actively participate in their education. For their development to be positive, they must work together with their peers and take part in worthwhile educational opportunities. Welsh Government (2023) say by establishing emotionally safe spaces that encourage students to start expressing and controlling their emotions and behaviours in healthy ways, enabling adults to set the standard for learning. They provide continuous attention and act as examples of caring and affection. In addition to providing challenge and the chance to succeed along the learning path, engaging experiences should encourage learners' independence. They ought to be grounded in genuine, actual-life authentic situations and offer chances for sustained active learning and profound engagement. The setting, both indoors and out, need to play a major role in the authentic experiences of children. Children start to have a feeling of belonging and get an awareness for the world around them by investigating their surroundings, both inside and beyond of their own community. To accomplish all these tasks flawlessly is a huge task. Since finishing my degree program, I've gained a much deeper understanding, but I still realise I have a lot of work ahead of me. Nobody is perfect, and things happen all the time to alter your viewpoint, but I know in my heart that I want to be the one to support and teach every child in my setting, considering their unique needs while also fostering relationships with parents to support the child as a whole.
Even though there is ample evidence of the value of early education for children's development, many people view employment in childcare and early education as low status, poor paying, and low skilled. Many times, these views are reflected in the recruitment process for qualifying pathways (Nutbrown, 2012). Many HLTAs and teaching assistants believe they have reached the end of their career path. Opportunities to specialise might exist, but they usually don't come with higher salary. The alternative is to pursue teacher status, which would include leaving a job to complete the PGCE procedure and earn a degree.

Degree
The change in my outlook came when I received an email that had been sent to the school offering a degree course to people who worked in childcare. It said This flexible learning path is intended for those who have prior experience working with children, families, or related fields. provided in a way that accommodates your employment obligations to let you resume your studies. Our Early Years Education and Care programme provides a thorough examination of childhood development for those who are enthusiastic about it. It is intended to pique your interest and help you further your career (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2025). Numerous thoughts emerged as a result of this email. The first was one of excitement. I have taught progression step 2 and step 3 classes in the afternoons for many years in addition to managing my own class. I enjoyed my job, but I always felt like I was being used. Because of my level four HLTA status, the school was able to exploit me as inexpensive labour. They were not required to pay me a teacher’s salary, and I believed that this was my responsibility. I completed everything exactly like the teachers did, even going so far as to designate me my own area of learning which resulted in a great deal of extra work. This degree, if I could complete it could give me the opportunity to progress onto a PGCE course, I could become a teacher and earn the wage I felt I deserved. 
Then came the thoughts of fear and doubt. I had anxiety about failure. Could I do this? I was now in my 40’s, I hadn’t really studied since doing my A levels. It was intimidating to consider writing articles, giving presentations, writing academically, and citing sources. Even though I had some prior experience with it, it was twenty years ago, so it was scary thought to start over. 
The second question was how it would work with my already hectic schedule. At this point, I had three children: the youngest was nine years old, and the other two were attending university. As a family, we spent weekends visiting one another and our evenings at clubs and on the phone. It was crucial to keep in mind my priorities, obligations, and commitments, and I did need to give careful consideration to how much time I would have for myself.
The finance was the final question. Our family enjoyed a good life, but I was not wealthy enough to treat myself to thousands of pounds. This would have meant that I couldn't give my children holidays or other opportunities. My application for student loan funding allowed me to continue my education, but the idea of having debt was uncomfortable. For years, I had worked to pay off debt and establish a stable future for our family. I did feel like this may be a backward step.
My family was very encouraging, they believed in me and believed I could do it. The tutors at the university were the same and any worries I had were quickly taken over by the idea of learning new things. It was and exciting, nervous time in my life but I’m so glad I completed the challenge. There were some challenges along the way, but in the end, getting the degree was beneficial. Sometimes, whether due to academic challenges, personal hardships, or imposter syndrome, I doubted my ability to achieve. I was under a lot more pressure for some assignments. Ultimately, though, these setbacks presented opportunities for growth. I overcame my uncertainties, became more resilient, and learnt how to seek guidance from mentors. Overcoming these obstacles has made me more self-aware and equipped to handle obstacles in the future.

So where do I go now? In addition to gaining academic knowledge, I have seen a major shift in both my personal and professional lives since receiving my degree. It has been a journey of self-discovery, intellectual growth, and emotional resilience. The degree has made me more conscious of the assumptions and limitations in the educational and professional spheres. Ultimately, I've discovered that having a degree is not just an endpoint but rather the beginning of a lifetime of learning and development. With the knowledge I've gained from this degree and by making sure I'm continuing my professional development; I believe I can complete the responsibilities listed on my PDP. My role has given me more self-assurance, and I can now apply for these myself. I have discovered that speech and language are particularly connected to training. In the end, everyone is learning vital information to help children in our class, and I have been able to choose other staff members from my classroom to attend courses as well to promote their professional growth. However, completing this course has also altered my perceptions of where I want to go. I no longer wish to become a teacher. I feel that working with early years within a school setting comes with so many draw backs. Money is one obvious example. Developing what I believe to be acceptable environment is not aided by the available funding. I discover that I am using a significant amount of my personal funds only to purchase materials and offer authentic experiences. The lack of funding isn't the school's fault, there is just not enough money. Additionally, I believe that the staff members entering the college system are far less experienced. Agency employees enter our classrooms unqualified and with a rudimentary understanding of what is required. 

One essential skill and necessary prerequisite for further education is the ability to reflect on one's learning (Alt, Raichel and Naamati-Schneider, 2022). Furthermore, reflection gives students the chance to openly express themselves and consider the assumptions, experiences, values, and beliefs that shape their learning, growth, and advancement over time (Wallin & Adawi, 2018). Upon reflection, I believe that earning my degree was the most important lesson I have learnt. All of the tutors motivated me. Each of them has a wide range of specialities that they may offer others. I doubt they understand how much they have motivated me along this process. I hope to assist others in realising their aspirations at some time in the future. Not sure how yet but with continued learning I believe there is more out there for me.

