Amy Delaney Skills for Employability (ECIE5007)


[bookmark: _GoBack]In this essay I will be critically reflecting on the skills I have developed during the Inclusive Education degree to date. I will use the cyclical approach of Gibbs’ (1998) six stage reflective model to describe my learning experience and the skills I have developed. I will explore my feelings towards developing my skills and my personal brand, and reflect on my expectations of the degree on enrolment and how they have changed over the past two years. I will evaluate the process and reflect on my engagement and participation in lectures and self-directed study. I will look at the successes and challenges I have encountered during both research and completion of assignments and provide analysis and critical evaluation linked to theories of education to gain a deeper understanding of the experience. I will draw a conclusions about my development and how this learning has informed my clear career progression path. Additionally I will identify further skills necessary for my career advancement and outline a clear plan for achieving these in the future.
During the Covid-19 pandemic I began to study towards an NVQ in Advice & Guidance. Apart from a few short courses I had not completed any formal learning since I left college at a young age. I completed this work based qualification and began to explore further learning opportunities relating to my role as a family learning advisor. My colleague suggested we apply for the Inclusive Education degree with University of Wales Trinity St David as it was possible to study towards the qualification and still work in my current role. This appealed to me, so following initial enquiries I enrolled on the course. Over the past two years I have attended lectures in person and online to support completion of many modules that have not only given me a wealth of knowledge relating to inclusive education but have also helped me develop essential skills such as time management, research skills and critical thinking. I have developed the ability to present my findings through a range of methods, including academic writing, presentations, blogs and reflections. There have been opportunities to work independently but also to work with other students completing group tasks. All of the work has been submitted digitally enabling me to improve digital literacy and confidence.
When I initially enrolled in the degree programme I was excited by the prospect of achieving a qualification I had always felt was out of my reach. In my late teens and twenties I lacked the motivation and concentration to stay in formal education. My inability to focus and lack of career plan resulted in me leaving college after failing to complete two courses of study. Once I entered the world of work, got married and had children, financial and time constraints put my dream of achieving a degree even further out of reach. I completed an Open University module, however the prospect of taking six years to complete the qualification and without a defined career path I believed progression was pointless. My lack of self-belief may have been due to my past experiences. Lekfuangfu and Odermatt (2022) found that young people achieving less than what they aspired to, have lower subjective well-being in adulthood. However, I knew the format of the Inclusive Education degree would help me overcome these barriers with its flexible approach to learning and now working as a Family Learning Advisor, I felt this course would help me develop the skills to progress and forge a career within adult learning.  According to Knowles (1980), the principles of Andragogy emphasise that adults should have control over when and how they learn, and that their education must be relevant and immediately applicable to their lives. Finally, I felt I had found a path to enhance my employability skills, build my personal brand, and attain the qualification I had long aspired to while maintaining a balance between my family commitments and my professional responsibilities.
In evaluating the past two years of study, I can identify many successes in my learning and skill development. I have attended every in-person and online lecture available, and I have found this to be extremely beneficial. Gaining skills and knowledge through interactions with other students and tutors has deepened my understanding and reinforced my learning. Vygotsky’s (1978) Social Learning Theory supports the benefits of collaborative learning, recognizing that community is an important factor in building knowledge and meaning. His theory also highlights the significance of speaking with others in supporting comprehension, something that cannot be achieved by watching recorded lectures alone. Being able to ask questions and discuss theories with others has provided insights into aspects of education that I may not have encountered in my own role, significantly broadening my understanding. With the support of the tutors acting as more knowledgeable others (MKOs), I have been able to operate within my zone of proximal development, as identified by Vygotsky.
In contrast to Knowles’ (1980) principles, which state that as adults grow older, we move toward a more self-directed approach to learning, I have found independent learning to be more challenging than classroom based learning and group work tasks. During the Contemporary Challenges module, cooperative learning with a group of students to complete a presentation was an extremely positive experience. This method of working motivated me, as I knew that we could maximize our own and each other’s learning (Johnson and Johnson, 1981). Understanding that the group could only achieve our learning goals if all members also reached their goals (Johnson and Johnson, 1991) made me determined to produce high-quality work in a timely manner to support my fellow students in attaining the results we aspired to. The relationships I developed during this group work have further enhanced my learning in subsequent modules. In contrast to the self-directed approach, I have continued to support and be supported by those group members when completing individual assignments, sharing findings from relevant research, and assisting with understanding of material or digital skills. Fathi, Sidgi, and Prof (2022) found that “when students work together to learn, their knowledge and classroom involvement improve.” Their research indicated that collaboration created positive energy when solving problems, leading to higher-level thinking.
Time management is a skill that I have always felt I lacked. I have often been guilty of procrastination, leaving tasks until the last possible moment and then producing work of a much lower standard than my capabilities, or sometimes failing to deliver at all. This has caused me a great deal of stress and anxiety, leading me to believe that my historical inability to plan and manage my time effectively would once again prevent me from achieving what I wanted in life. Completing the first assignment of my degree reinforced these feelings, and I initially decided that with my busy schedule raising four children, my employment, and involvement in various community groups, I would not continue my studies. However, following encouragement from a fellow student and receiving a promising grade on my first assignment, I chose to attempt the second module. I was grateful to see that this module focused on study skills, and through my research, I began to realize that by developing good time management skills, I could take control of my learning and alleviate the stress and anxiety I had experienced in the past. Being a mature student meant that the skills I had acquired in balancing my busy work and personal life could actually support my learning rather than hinder it. Kearns and Gardiner (2007) found that “The time management experience of non-traditional students has the effect of improved functioning and alleviation of feelings of stress.” 
Once I began to manage my time more effectively, I found I was able to spend more time researching each topic without the pressure of a looming deadline. This has positively impacted me in many ways. I have not only gained a wealth of knowledge across a wide range of topics related to learning theories, but I have also developed the skills to critically evaluate these theories and their relationships with various subject areas. I was familiar with the works of Skinner (1938) and his behaviourist theory, which historically used methods to condition children’s behaviour in the classroom. However, my research has opened my mind to other theories that I believe offer a much more effective way of learning. The lack of motivation, consideration of individual intelligence, and social factors in behaviourist practices has led me to explore and incorporate the works of theorists such as Bruner (1986) and Vygotsky (1978) and their social constructivist theories of learning.
Another positive outcome for me has been the impact my learning has had on my children. Research by Han and Fox (2011) showed that a mother working evenings could have a negative impact on a child’s cognitive development, with my study predominantly happening on evenings and weekends and me having to remove myself from the family areas of the home, I was concerned that my children would suffer due to my studying. In contrast I have found that my children have embraced my learning and will often join me, motivated to complete homework ahead of schedule. My eldest daughter has now changed her career aspirations and will enrol on a degree course next year. Lieder et al. (2023) found that a parents learning strategies and preferences has a direct impact on their child’s learning. I am hoping that my new found interest in learning will support my children’s academic success.
The greatest impact of my studies over the last two years has been the development of a clear career path. The knowledge and insight I have gained into inclusive education, along with the confidence I have developed in my presentation and writing skills, have motivated me to advance my career in adult learning. A year into my studies, I successfully applied for the Lead Advisor role. Using the digital skills I had developed while completing assignments and my understanding of educational theories and their applications, I confidently prepared and delivered the required presentation on “Barriers to Learning in Areas of High Deprivation” to the interview panel. I was able to support my presentation with appropriate research and answer questions with confidence.
I have effectively used my newly developed time management skills to transition to the demands of this new role. Additionally, my critical thinking skills and ability to be a catalytic leader have enabled me to support the team of advisors in collaboratively addressing the ever-changing and sometimes complex needs of the project. The numeracy module has enhanced my ability to deliver the MULTIPLY government-funded numeracy project by providing a greater understanding of the acquisition of numeracy skills, the importance of numeracy literacy in social mobility (Gloster et al, 2015), and the impact of previous learning experiences on our attitudes toward learning.
I would like to further develop these skills in the future by becoming the Essential Skills Coordinator for adult learning in Pembrokeshire. This role would enable me to support adult learners who do not have a Level 2 qualification in either literacy or numeracy, helping them access learning opportunities appropriate for their current skill levels. By doing so, I aim to improve their essential skills and support their personal goals, whether that be further education, employment progression, or improved social inclusion.
My previous role as a Family Learning Advisor has fuelled my desire to help adults, as increasing parents' numeracy skills can have a direct impact on future generations’ achievements and earning potential (de Coulon, Meschi, and Vignoles, 2011). To realize this ambition, I intend to complete the BA(Hons) in Inclusive Education and then progress to a PGCE(PcET) to enable me to work within essential skills and advance to a coordinator role.
I will need to continue developing my time management skills in response to the increasing demands of my new role and the added intensity of my studies with the addition of the dissertation in my final year. I will also need to enhance my research skills for my independent work, as I will not have the same level of guidance and reading list on my chosen subject that my tutors previously provided. I will continue to seek support from my fellow students and further develop my critical thinking skills through extensive research and evaluation of theories related to the upcoming modules.
In conclusion, my enrolment in the degree program has positively impacted my life. I have not only developed the study skills necessary to progress through the course, but have also ignited a passion within myself to pursue a role that I believe will provide the job satisfaction I have always wanted. The understanding and development of a growth mindset (Dweck, 2016) has led me through a transformational learning process. When compared with Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, this journey has helped me meet my physiological and safety needs through my progression into better employment, improved my sense of belonging by fostering new relationships with my fellow students, and enhanced my self-esteem through increased confidence and acknowledgment from others. My hope for the future is that continued learning will help me progress toward self-actualization and self-fulfilment in a role where I can support more adults to learn.
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