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Using an Appropriate Model of reflection explore your experience of your working practice.
Introduction
For this module, I opted to carry out my placement at a youth centre based in Ceredigion that supports young people aged 16 to 25. Given that much of my previous experience is based around elderly care, I wanted to challenge myself to work with younger people and thus, this organisation seemed particularly appealing as it offers an informal and safe space as well as access to support services from trained staff to young people. This I believed would provide me with an insight into the issues facing young people in my community and develop my understanding of the actions being implemented to support those who are struggling. To reflect on my experience on placement, I will be using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988, p.49). 
Reflection A 
Description
I arrived at my placement just before 1pm to find a large group of teenagers chatting and vaping outside, patiently waiting for the doors to be unlocked so that they could go in. I arrived slightly earlier than planned as I wanted to make a good first impression and was let in by the safeguarding officer who was awaiting my arrival. I had previously visited the organisation a few months prior to assess the suitability of my coming on placement however, the safeguarding manager who greeted me gave me a more in-depth tour of the organisation so that I could begin to familiarise myself with my surroundings. I was briefed on the general rules and regulations of the organisation and signed relevant documents with the safeguarding officer. Once this was complete, it was suggested that I approach some of the people who are regular visitors of the centre and begin a conversation to get a better understanding of what the centre meant to them. I was introduced to two young girls (referred to now as Person A (PA) and Person B (PB) from here on) who seemed happy for me to sit down amongst them and join in with their conversation. I instantly noticed that they appeared very confident and willing to converse with me. They invited me to join in with a card game which I accepted while I began to ask questions about the youth centre and why it was important to them. I discovered relatively quickly that the youth centre was an asset for the town and surrounding area, especially as PA explained to me that she was currently not attending school due to being a victim of extreme bullying, and that she was a young carer to her younger sister who has Cystic Fibrosis. She continued to explain that she regularly used the centre both as a place of safety and as an escape from a very busy home life, despite it being a long distance for her to travel by bus. PB was incredibly vocal and was quick to tell me that she had autism and bipolar disorder and that she was a frequent visitor to the youth centre. She spoke to me in a way that was very direct, and at times, she became irritable and hot-tempered towards others in the centre. I had the impression that this was not unusual behaviour as nobody seemed particularly phased by what seemed to me to be random outbursts of both excitement and frustration. When talking about the youth centre, she told me that it was one of the few places in town that she could relax and be herself, and expressed gratitude towards being able to access advice and support from staff who she said she trusted and could talk to easily when she felt upset or overwhelmed. 
Feelings
Given that I had visited the youth centre a few months prior, I felt less apprehensive than I normally would visiting a new place as I had already had a sense of familiarity about the space. However, upon noticing a large group of teenagers gathering outside, I instantly felt awkward and nervous, worried that they were all staring at me and that I wouldn’t be able to approach people comfortably during my placement. I know this to be a classic case of overthinking, a trait I recognise in myself and know all too well. Wilding (2021, 0:17), states in her online training course ‘Overcome Overthinking: Let go of overthinking’, that this is extremely common in adults, with 73% claiming that overthinking is something they struggle with. In the same section, Wilding (2021, 0:52) alludes to typical signs of overthinking which include trying to predict feelings or actions of others as well as worrying about things that one cannot control. These traits are also corroborated by Smith (2020, p.17) in her book titled ‘The Book of Over-Thinking: How to Stop the Cycle of Worry’. Despite this initial feeling, I felt more at ease once I had been shown around by the safeguarding officer and been reassured during the induction process. When it was suggested that I jump straight in and begin a conversation with some of the frequent visitors to the centre, it did make me feel a little uneasy, mainly because I was worried how willing they would be to chat with me. This feeling was quickly dampened however by their interest in why I was there, and my curiosity as to why they valued the youth centre. They asked if I would like to join in with a card game which made me feel more relaxed and included, allowing me to ask questions with more ease. With regards to this technique, Chlup and Collins (2010, p.34) suggests that the use of icebreaker activities can help to relieve tension and help group members to become more acquainted with one another, as well as building up trust. I soon discovered that using games as icebreakers was a valuable tool and utilised this method throughout my time there.
 As I listened to PA describing her difficulties with school and caring for her younger sister, I felt a range of emotions, including sadness, shock, and admiration, mainly because of the sheer level of determination and maturity she seemed to have towards her situation. I believe I felt a sense of surprise because having only been there for the best part of a few hours, I had already begun to realise just how many young people relied on the centre and, how naïve I was in underestimating the number of issues that exist in an area I call home. 
As we continued with our card game, I began to relax even more into conversations and found myself enjoying the company of the two girls. PB seemed incredibly outspoken and was unafraid to speak her mind. I caught myself feeling unsure on how to respond at times and opted to nod in agreement, mainly because I had difficulty in keeping up with what she was saying. She seemed to cover a wide range of topics spanning from her struggles with autism, bipolar and depression which seemed genuine and serious, then so unconcernedly into relationship struggles with her long-term boyfriend and plans on where he would be taking her for their anniversary dinner that evening. This extensive stream of information that was being discussed made me feel overwhelmed at times. Nevertheless, I sat and listened, pleased I was engaged in conversation, and not sat awkwardly on my own. 
Evaluation 
Generally, the positive aspects of this experience were that despite my initial nervousness, I was made to feel really welcome at the youth centre. I had a detailed conversation and induction which set a positive foundation for the duration of the placement. I was made aware of safeguarding procedures that projected the principles of the Social Services and Well-Being (Wales) Act (2014), in particular, section 2(6) which emphasises the importance of respect. The general atmosphere also felt very positive and upbeat which helped me to relax going forward. According to Association Forum (2024, np), creating a welcoming environment in organisations can increase engagement and participation, as well as generate a sense of belonging; something that I resonated with immediately and seemed to be of great importance in the centre, especially as it prides itself in offering support to any young person who needs it, no matter their situation. 
Another positive aspect was how well I managed to interact with two young people who I knew nothing about, and who certainly did not know me, but who were more than willing to share their experiences and invite me to join in with their activity. Not only does this bring in the previous concept of belonging (Association Forum, 2024, np), but it also demonstrates the value of good communication and listening skills, two things that were essential during my time on placement. 
This is not to say that I felt at ease all the time. The more negative aspect of this scenario was my conversation with PB who I did find rather intense and unsure of at times. Due to the high volume of information that was being projected, alongside the addition of a new board game that was more competitive and complicated, I felt a little bit out of my depth and worried that I had dedicated too much of my time to this particular group, and in some ways, had been left to my own devices for too long, unequipped with the appropriate skills on how to respond.
Analysis
Based on my feelings of initial worry of approaching the centre and the prospect of socialising with young people, I felt very nervous. For reasons unknown to me, I have at some point created a false narrative in my head where I’ve made myself believe that I am intimidated by teenagers, which I soon realised, is simply not the case at all. Although I do not like to admit it, I recognise that this is a form of stereotyping to some degree. As stated by The Equality Authority and The National Youth Council of Ireland (2008, p.2) stereotyping may imply that the behaviour of an individual is automatically determined as a result of being associated to a single group. Therefore, although I may have experienced a time where I felt intimidated by a group of teenagers in the past, I recognise from this practice that it does not apply to all groups of young people, and I am pleased to have come to that realisation. 
 The fact that there was a large group of people wating to enter the youth centre before it had even opened suggested that the centre was a popular and much needed space within the community. There is a vast amount of research to support this notion, much of it highlighting the benefits youth work has in improving mental health and wellbeing and championing inclusivity, equality, and diversity amongst young people (Youth Work, 2021, p.3; Local Government Association, 2024, np). This was evidenced further in the conversations I had with PA and PB, who said that they regularly attended the centre as it is a place of safety where they can be themselves and relax, despite it being a long way to travel for one of them. An article published by Pearce (2023, np) on behalf of the organisation ADCS notes that although having youth centres in town centres is beneficial to most, it can be ‘exclusionary’ as public transport is limited and may be unaffordable to some. This in my experience was an ongoing issue as many people I spoke to, including staff, noted that while the youth centre was well located for most, unreliable and minimal public transport made it difficult for some to attend.
My conversation with PA led me to believe that the youth centre was of vital importance to her mental wellbeing and an escape from her home life as a young carer. According to the children’s charity Barnardo’s (2024, np), the role of being a young carer can have a positive impact such as having a sense of pride and utilising and developing several skills, but it can also take its toll and cause the individual to feel isolated. Further research shows it can also affect the education of the young carer due to not being able to focus whilst causing the individual to feel overwhelmed due to issues stemming from home (Barnardo’s, 2024, np). With this, quantitative data shows that 1 in 3 young carers admitted that caring causes them stress and 23% of young carers in the UK felt their caring role stopped them from making friends (Action for Children, 2024, np). It was clear from my conversation with PA that she took great pride in caring for her younger sister, however she freely admitted than it was not always easy, and that the youth centre provided a space for her to see her friends and to take a break from a busy home life in a space where she felt safe, which was particularly important to her due to ongoing issues at school.
My conversations with PA and PB were lengthy, and I soon discovered the value of good communication and listening skills, something I am familiar with from my previous experience of working with elderly people in care. Research shows that there are a multitude of benefits surrounding effective communication, including strengthening relationships and trust building, developing self-confidence as well as having an understanding and recognising different emotions behind information (Vyas and Mehta, 2015, p.106; Travis and Young, 2017, p.4). This may be done through initiating ‘attentive listening’ alongside stress management, whilst being aware of your personal emotions as well as the person you are communicating with (Vyas and Mehta, 2015, p.106). Although I generally felt comfortable in conversing, listening, and partaking in games with PA and PB, I did bear witness to some random bouts of anger and frustration from PB who disclosed her autism and bipolar disorder to me early on. It had also been made aware to me during my induction that PB was prone to being reactive and becoming agitated at times and that her outwardness and candid character was not unusual. Research surrounding bipolar disorder states that the main traits include the occurrence of manic or hypomanic episodes alongside states of depression (Carvalho, Firth and Vieta, 2020, p.58; Goodwin and Sachs, 2010, pp.12-14). Despite the forewarning and the desire to keep an open mind, I must admit that I was slightly taken aback as I engaged and sat in the company of PB, mainly because I had never come across someone who had the ability to fluctuate between so many topics of conversation that seemed to range in severity, in a manner that was unrestrained yet clearly sensitive. The complexities of her disorder alongside her autism seemed to occupy so many aspects of her life and I began to believe that it would be so very easy for people to misjudge her (something she had disclosed to me earlier), yet in the safe space of the centre, she was not misunderstood at all, only accepted. 
Conclusion 
As my first day on placement ended, I left feeling elevated and pleased that I had gone to a place that was new and unfamiliar to me, proof that I could try new things. I also discovered that I enjoy the company of young people and any initial feelings of anxiety were diminished once I had spent more time at the centre. I learned a great deal from my conversations with PA and PB, mostly surrounding the value of the youth centre and how it was beneficial to them. From this, I believe I may have underestimated the ongoing issues that exist within my community but felt glad of the opportunity to see it firsthand and to know how invested and positive the staff are in supporting the people who attend the centre. It also highlighted a few areas where I felt I could improve my professional practice. Firstly, my confidence is lacking in some areas, and I believe that having more self-belief would have made my initial interactions with people easier as I would not have spent so much time overthinking. Furthermore, while I felt I communicated and listened well, I did get a little too complacent and as soon as I had found people to talk to, I almost didn’t want to move from that environment out of fear of not being able to find another group to chat to. Subsequently, I spent the entirety of that first session with PA and PB which is not necessarily a bad thing, but as it was my first day, I felt I should have socialised more and introduced myself to other people. This seems particularly relevant given that I felt overwhelmed and unsure at times when conversing with PB, thus on reflection, it may have been prudent to step away from it for a short while.
Action Plan 
As a way of building my confidence and self-esteem, I will immediately incorporate some of the techniques provided by Mind (2024, np) into my daily routine which suggests having a more positive mindset and building a strong network through having discussions with peers you trust and focusing on positive relationships. I will also undertake a meditation course in July that is provided by the organisation Headspace (2024, np). I will aim to complete within the same month, but once completed, it will be an ongoing process which will help build my resilience and support me in managing difficult situations in future job roles and volunteering positions. In addition to this, and to familiarise myself with the ongoing issues within my community, I will volunteer at the youth centre for three months over the summer, starting in June and ending by the end of August. This in turn will improve my communication skills and broaden my knowledge surrounding youth work, whilst equipping me with the skills on how to respond in difficult situations and discussing issues of a sensitive nature. 

Reflection B
Description 
This reflective account takes place on the fourth session of my placement at a point where I now felt more relaxed and familiar with my surroundings and regular attendees of the youth centre. To clarify, when referring to Person 2 (P2) in this reflection, male pronouns will be used but at the time of this event, I was unaware that P2 was in the process of transitioning from female to male. Moreover, in the lead up to this experience, I had heard brief conversations where Person 1 (P1), (who I now know to be P2’s sister) often referred to P2 with female pronouns. 
I arrived to start my shift at 4pm and eased myself in by chatting to one of the regular staff members, asking if there was anything I had missed over the last few days. One of the regular visitors to the centre (P1) then spotted me and proceeded to come over and update me on the events of her day while inviting me to sit down with her peers, I accepted. As the conversation continued, another person approached the group (P2), who I had seen over my last few shifts but had not been acquainted with. Despite this, I was already aware of some kind of tension between P2 and P1, as I had been privy to conversations in various groups consisting of mostly idle talk, but some of it also unpleasant and mean spirited. However, I did not know the extent of the issue or why there were hard feelings, only that P2 was always referred to as if she were female by P1. As the two of them chatted, it soon dawned on me that the two were siblings, which helped put into context some of the conversations I had heard previously where P1 talked about her older sister in a way that was quite damning. Like P1, P2 seemed highly confident and self-assured and spoke about his workplace which was at a local pub. From what I could gather, it seemed P2 was no longer living at home and there were signs of tension between the two which was soon diminished by P1 proclaiming out of nowhere that she was adopting a dog, which sparked mutual joy and easy conversation. Once P2 had left to go to work, P1 seemed out of sorts, less upbeat and unhappy, and others who had been sat among us had started to drift off until it was just the two of us. Not wanting to sit in silence, I cheerfully asked if P2 was P1’s sister, saying that I had no idea, to which she replied “yes” and promptly changed the topic of conversation, to which I thought nothing of at the time. 
Later that day, I was talking to a member of staff and mentioned that I hadn’t realised that P1 and P2 were sisters and that I could sense some tension between them, continuously referring to P2 with female pronouns. The staff member then corrected me and said that P2 actually used male pronouns and was in the process of transitioning. It then dawned on me that I had been talking to P1 using the wrong pronouns to refer to her sibling and worried that I may have caused offence in the process. 
Feelings
Upon discovering my mistake, I felt instantly annoyed with myself and perhaps slightly embarrassed. I felt guilty because I suspected that this may have had something to do with the tension between P1 and P2 and that perhaps, me then inquiring and referring to P2 as her sister could have been triggering for her. I did feel slightly relieved that I had not used the incorrect pronouns directly to P2 as I believe that this would have made the situation more awkward amongst the group. On reflection, I realised it was not necessarily the fact that I had made an error that bothered me, as it was genuinely an honest mistake and it had not been made known to me. I think I was more concerned and curious that P1 had not corrected me when I mistakenly referred to her sibling as her sister and was continuously referring to him as female. From my perspective, it is common courtesy to refer to individuals with the pronouns of their choosing, as corroborated by the organisation Prospect, who state using pronouns helps promote inclusivity in all aspects of society (Mullally, 2021, np). However, I mentally considered if P1 was having difficulty accepting that the person she knew as her sister had made the decision to transition because firstly, she had not corrected me or even acknowledged my mistake, and secondly, I had heard various conversations where she too referred to her sibling as female, not male. According to the Movement Advancement Project (2019, p.2), family acceptance is pivotal in ensuring the health and well-being of young people who are transgender, although it can be difficult to accept initially due to a lack of understanding. Overall, I was in two minds about it as I recognise more than ever the importance of respecting gender identity, but I can also recognise how confusing it could be for family members or close relations to come to terms with such a big change. 
Evaluation 
In a general sense, the positive thing that came out from this experience was that I was corrected on my mistake by a member of staff, and I am glad that I was made aware of it eventually. However, with the benefit of hindsight, I do think that a member of staff could have mentioned it to me beforehand as I was not to know and would have approached the situation differently had somebody given me some background information, as they had done with other attendees of the centre. The more negative aspect of this scenario was that I worried I had touched a nerve when asking P1 about her relations to P2 and perhaps I shouldn’t have done. Having said this, there was nothing to suggest that I had caused any kind of grave offence other than her quickly changing the topic, which I accepted, not wanting to cause any upset or cross a boundary. The National Youth Agency (2021, p.2) states that having boundaries within youth work helps to facilitate trust building that in turn, allows for open communication and the sharing of information while identifying the scope surrounding appropriate behaviours. Thus, as I had already spent a fair amount of time with this individual over the last few sessions and had lengthy conversations about homelife and school, I believe that if she had wanted to speak to me about this particular issue, then she would have.
Analysis 
When it comes to misgendering, a recent article by Knutson, Goldbach and Koch (2019, p.218) suggests that mistakes are common and are almost inevitable at the beginning.  In my case, this rings true as I had not known beforehand and had not yet been introduced to P2, therefore the opportunity had not arisen for us to introduce ourselves to one another. However, much of the advice states that if this situation does occur, correcting the individual and making that person aware should be encouraged (Barker and Iantaffi, 2017 p.120) as well as issuing a simple apology and using the correct pronoun immediately, without making an ordeal out of the situation (GLSEN, 2024, np; Dumsch, 2023, np). While I did not directly misgender directly to P2, I was made aware of it by a member of staff shortly after which was a positive aspect of this experience.
Subsequently, once I had been corrected by a member of staff, my concern lessened over the misgendering itself, and more towards P1’s behaviour and attitude towards her sibling’s transition. To examine this in more depth, Bowen Family Systems Theory aims to highlight how family relationships are shaped. From this theory’s perspective, family is viewed as an ‘emotional unit’ and with this, members within that unit seek ‘attention, approval, and support’ and ‘react to each other’s needs, expectations, and upsets’ (The Bowen Center for the Study of the Family, 2023, np). One key element of this theory titled ‘Emotional Cutoff’ describes the coping mechanism of dealing with unresolved sensitive issues within families by reducing or stopping any emotional attachment to them (The Bowen Center for the Study of the Family, 2023, np). In this instance, P1’s hostile behaviour towards her sibling and her refusal to use male pronouns indicates some kind of strain on their relationship and could be seen as an emotional cutoff used as a coping mechanism, as seen in Bowen Family Systems theory. What may have helped to improve this scenario would have been to have a lengthier discussion with a staff member to gain more clarity and understanding of what exactly was causing the tension between P1 and P2, instead of having a brief conversation in passing where I was quickly corrected but nothing more. Delivering high quality youth work involves advocating, mentoring, and challenging the individuals who visit youth centres across Wales (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018, p.7). Thus, I believe it would have been beneficial to have a more in-depth discussion with staff to get their take on it and to gain some insight into whether they were aware of P1’s misgendering of her sibling, and if so, how they were challenging it in a way that was age appropriate and sensitive. 
Now while it has already been stated that using the preferred pronouns of an individual is common curtesy (Mullally, 2021, np), under the Equality Act (2010), gender reassignment is a protected characteristic and any ‘unwanted conduct’ related to the protected characteristics constitutes harassment under section 26. Thus, in some cases, it could be argued that deliberately and continuously misgendering someone is a form of harassment if it violates the dignity of the person with the protected characteristic. In this case however, while I did not condone P1’s continual misgendering of her sibling, I believe it came from a lack of understanding and confusion, sometimes in the form of frustration, as opposed to deliberate harassment with the intent of causing pain and upset. In relation to this, a recent study carried out by Wheeler et al (2019) aimed to gain a deeper understanding of how young people make sense of their sibling’s gender transition. In this study, it transpired that the average adjustment period of name and pronoun changes was between 3-6 months. Moreover, it was also highlighted that the initial discovery of the change of their sibling’s gender, in most cases, was likely to generate ‘confusion and difficult feelings’ and that a period of adjustment was inevitable, during which patience and tolerance towards mistakes was needed by their gender diverse siblings (Wheeler et al, 2019, p.272). Although I did not know how long it had been since P2 had made his decision to transition, it seems likely that P1 was still processing the change. Yet, using the incorrect pronouns did not seem to resemble an innocent mistake in the conversations I heard, but more of a symbol of protest against her sibling’s decision, unlike mine which was a genuine error. 
Conclusion 
A key lesson I took away from this experience is that mistakes and errors in judgement are inevitable, especially in unfamiliar situations with new people. Although at the time I was annoyed with myself for making the mistake and concerned that I had caused offence, the actual mistake was trivial and was rectified. With the benefit of hindsight, this experience ultimately led me to question the dynamics involved with P1 and P2 and highlighted that family relationships are complex, and any form of change can result in a shift in the structure of that relationship, as seen in Bowens Family Systems Theory (The Bowen Center for the Study of the Family, 2023, np).   While it is impossible for me to be certain that P1 and P2’s relationship was strained merely based on P2’s transition, it did seem likely from my time in the centre that it had a role of play, thus, it highlights the vast complexities surrounding gender diversity. From a macro perspective, I believe that we all have a responsibility to deepen our understanding of gender diversity and be more accepting and respectful of others, but it also goes without saying that people view and process things in different ways and is likely to temporarily alter perceptions and relationships to some degree. With this, broadening my knowledge and skills surrounding gender diversity by having open conversations, alongside the core principles of effective youth work will help to navigate similar situations in the future. Ideally, had the opportunity presented itself and been appropriate, I would have liked to have spoken to P1 to gain her perspective on the situation and to understand the reasonings behind the continual misgendering of her sibling.
Action Plan 
In order to improve my understanding on gender diversity, I will seek to undertake an online training course carried out by the organisation Mermaids (2024, np) which focuses on correct pronoun use and examines the challenges facing trans people, including family issues. I will aim to start this course in June, and as this is a 2.5-hour course, will compete it within the same day. By broadening my knowledge and understanding of the subject, it will help prepare me in future situations like this one and will provide me with the confidence to challenge or question language or behaviour that is insensitive.
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