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Reflective Essay

Throughout my career in heavy industry, I have come to understand how I have continually developed my ability through work-based learning. This has allowed me to work alongside all levels, from team members to senior managers, as well as being able to accomplish tasks from the mundane basic facilitation work to the more complex and confidential work. Work-based learning has allowed me to develop and progress from the shop floor to a middle manager safety facilitator position where I am now responsible for the safety of the Iron & Burdening department. Along the way, I have been able to utilise my training and been responsible for the department's training competence and managing timekeeping. Training has been difficult within TATA over the last few years, funding has declined and more courses have been cancelled.
When the opportunity came along and funding came back with the help of the government for the second phase of the Professional Practice degree qualification I was keen to participate as I knew a few individuals who had already started the qualification and they had some positive things to say about the degree. At first, I wasn’t allowed to participate as my work manager declined my application. I asked about his decision making and his answer was just “You don’t need it in your role”. I knew at the time I wanted to be a leader and I was meant for more. I protested and gave him the reason why I should be on the degree. I was keen to challenge myself at a different level, a different standard of learning, and one I had never had the opportunity to do. It also fits in with what I want to do with my career within TATA. Being able to reflect on myself to discover my strengths and skills is a massive confidence boost and I knew after talking to some previous students that this module surprised them and opened their eyes about themselves. My manager accepted the challenge and changed his mind allowing me to participate.
The Recognition of Accredited Learning (RAL) module has allowed me to reflect on skills that I have developed whilst working towards the attainment of academic credits. The RAL model has proven to be a surprising and excellent tool in helping me to analyse and evaluate my experience over the last five years of my working career. This has ignited a desire to learn as shown on my Curriculum Vitae (CV) after several years of inactivity, and also allowed me to achieve formal academic qualification. The chance to study at university is something that I never had the chance to do when I was younger and once I started as my CV shows it just opened up a desire for me to learn.
I can honestly say that the RAL module has helped me to demonstrate skills and experiences that I have acquired in the workplace, relating to academic theories, the practical application that I did not realise that I had acquired. There are skills that I have learned along the way that I did not even realise I had, and reflecting during this module was fascinating, I was very apprehensive when embarking on the RAL Module as I tend to write as I speak and at times I find it hard to self-reflect and struggle to justify my learning experiences at academic level. I feel that my tutor has been my guiding force and has been outstanding in helping me to dig deep and helped me to justify my learnings, This portfolio has been a real achievement in my career and life as it has given me the confidence to believe that I belong at this level and deserve to be in senior manager meetings and not feel out of place.
The method of assembling my portfolio required me to identify areas that would accurately represent my understanding and skills, to demonstrate my achievements to the academic level that is required to complete the qualification. Identifying learning areas and learning outcomes required me to reflect on my experiences over the previous five years. This has allowed me to realise the various levels of responsibility and accountability that I have had, which is a major achievement for an experienced, female operator who walked in the Granulated Coal Injection (GCI) in 2008. A person who had no ambition yet rose through the ranks and became the first female process section leader on shift. An achievement that makes me smile every time I reflect on my experience. Throughout my career, there have been moments of self-doubt where I have thought about leaving but I have been lucky to have a fantastic support system in my team at work as well as my partner at home who also works in the blast furnace. He is fantastic as he understands the work, the shifts, and the hardships that I have faced along the way. Having that support at home and work has made me determined in my career to prove a small group of people wrong within my workplace and I know wholeheartedly that I have achieved this. 
At first, I found it difficult to self-reflect as I believed I had not achieved much but upon starting to identify learning areas it became abundantly clear to me that I had suppressed everything that I ever imagined I could achieve. This boosted my confidence and I knew I was where I was because I had worked genuinely hard to be there. I have attained a level of consistent competency (Daft and Marcic, 2013) In my role. An example of this for me is that if I was not competent then I would not be allowed to participate and facilitate meetings around confidential department and work issues. 
The construction of this portfolio has been a challenge for me as I had to ensure that my work was written to an academic standard and understandable to those who do not work in the steel industry. This was difficult as we tend to overuse acronyms and I struggled to differentiate between steel industry jargon and that of academic terminology. I have been surrounded by these since 2006 which has been one of my challenges. Trying to personalise my learning and justify why I wanted to follow a certain path to people who don’t work in my industry will hopefully come through in my work. To overcome this I asked a friend who is not linked to the steel industry to read through my portfolio and feedback on her thoughts. These were very interesting and brought about a lot of debate between us. It gave me a chance to showcase my personal growth by answering not only process questions but learning ones as well.
The academic theories that are linked to my development stem from some fantastic work by the department's Learning Coach (LC) who opened my eyes to theories and their application. This was my first experience with academic theories and one which is the cornerstone of the skills that I have to this day, being able to link a theory to development is one of the greatest learnings that I have taken from my sessions as it shows me the path that I need to follow to be able to the best at that role. I found in the first few modules of the Professional Practice they helped and I benefitted from these. 
The development of my portfolio from the very start involved setting clear targets and objectives to keep me on track for the module. This is immensely important to me as I struggled with time during the course. Work has been difficult over the past twelve months as well as having two children within two years meaning I have had to adjust my personal and work-life balance. A tool that I have found useful within this time is the Plan, Do, Check, Act (PDCA) cycle (Deming 1950).  I used the tool as It provides a simple and effective approach to solving problems. 
As I have already stated in my reflection I took a period away from education and started back in a level of academic learning I was expected to find a more structured approach and it was completely foreign to me as it was individualised and self-motivated learning. This I found hard as I had to make myself sit and do my work out of my daily working hours with two small children. 
I found it difficult to adapt my learning style of academic learning and I did not take full advantage of the support that was offered to me mainly due to my personal life. I do regret not taking advantage as I would have found it easier to adjust myself to the style required. I also had a rich knowledge base within my team and I was embarrassed to ask for help at the beginning as I beginning but as time went by each one became integral to my learning. My RAL though has allowed me to ask my team for help whether it was allowing me to have time in work to complete my studies or reflecting on my work with me. It has cemented my place in the team and I’m extremely grateful for their support and advice.
I was lucky to have started the RAL module with two other employees from my workplace and we were able to bounce ideas off each other as well as support each other's learnings. It was also great to know that I wasn’t alone in my self-doubt about reflecting on my learnings. We were all the same with our doubts. 
As I started earlier I struggled with the academic practice of reflection as well as struggling to understand how important self-reflection is as a tool even though I had used it sporadically through my learnings thanks to my LC. There were many times that I felt I was exhausted and struggled to keep myself motivated and needed reassurance that what I was doing was the right path. Senge, (1990) and Kallick, (1993) suggested that assessment feedback is essential to learn. While I agree with this statement I found it difficult to keep engaged as I numerous periods away from my studies, resulting in less feedback than I wanted and I believe if I had not taken this time away I would have had more structured feedback from my tutor.
During the progression of my Professional Practice I had to take time away from my studies due to personal experiences and the like mentioned earlier I had two children in two years. Throughout this time I changed tutors several times and found it difficult to maintain relationships until my latest tutor who has been supportive and understanding of the issues around my studies. One of the issues I found was the different forms of feedback that I received during my time as each one had a different perspective of my writing, which was conflicting at times. Even though it was an issue it was also a positive as it allowed me to see feedback from a variety of tutors and this had a positive impact on me. The different perspective was a learning for me as I was able to see the different ways that my work could be interpreted. Although it was beneficial to have feedback from a wider group I felt that I would have rather had one designated tutor which I have been lucky to have for the past year. I feel that they have had a positive effect on my portfolio as they have gotten to know me and understand my writing.
The application of theory involved a large amount of self-reflection and research which promoted critical thinking, Before undertaking this module I had not intentionally integrated theory with critical reflection, however, while assembling the claim I have learned to relate academic theories to my theory, experiences, and practice. 
Having considered the role of feelings in professional practice I feel I am suited as an emotional person and I find that upon reflection, I found Gibbs's (1988) model best suited my style. This played a huge part in my development as it consists of six stages which must be completed for the reflection to have a defined purpose. The first stage is to describe the experience. This is followed by reflecting on the feelings felt during the experience, identifying what knowledge was gained from it, analysing any decisions made about it, and considering how this could have been done differently. The final stage of the cycle is to come up with a plan for how to approach similar experiences in the future. Gibb`s Reflective Cycle encourages individuals to consider their own experiences in a more in-depth and analytical way, helping to identify how they can improve their practice in the future. I felt that I related to this model of reflection best as it give me stages to aim for and is a continuous cycle. When comparing the Gibbs cycle with that of Kolb (1984) it is clear that there are also similarities and differences between them, Like Kolb’s cycle, Gibbs also suggests that learning from experiences happens in a particular sequence of steps. However, Gibbs's model is more detailed in that it has six points on it compared to Kolb’s four. Gibbs emphasis feelings and takes reflection to a deeper level which can be seen as a milestone on the road to reflective practice to critically reflective practice.
Alistair Smith (1998) describes the learning cycle which includes connecting the learning and understanding the bigger picture as key stages of learning. These are two stages that I felt I excelled at due to being able to utilise Gibb`s (1988) model. 
Kolb`s experimental learning cycle (1984) is one of the most used reflective tools that I have used throughout my career without even recognising it. It uses cycles to describe how we learn from experience. The cycle enabled me to understand the process as well as develop the ability to improve my learnings and professional over time. Kolb`s (1984) experimental learning cycle gives insights into how I learn from experience. The recycle consists of four stages in the cycle which are depicted as following on from each other. 
Kolb though often argues that this cycle can often start with a concrete experience that is reviewed through reflective observations. This can then be followed by abstract conceptualisation where new thoughts and ideas can emerge. These are then tried out in active experimentation, ready for the next experience that is relevant. All of this can happen in a matter of moments or over a few days, it can even be days or months it all depends on the experience. There are times when a particular learning may make you start the cycle at a different learning point. Someone with a strong reflector style which is where I show to be on a Honey and Mumford test (evidence 40).
Kolb is one which I use most as it argues that to learn the most from experience we must complete all four stages of the cycle, although this may not always happen I feel it is relevant to my learning to complete all four. Ostermann and Kottkamp (2004) suggest that “Reflective practice facilitates learning by fostering a critical assessment of practice”. 
The development and reflection of my portfolio have been honest and painful at times as it made me reflect on those who have helped me and who are no longer with us. Painful memories but good memories have had an enormous effect on my career as well as my life. Learning area one was my most personal to write about. Experiences that have shaped me are laid bare for the reader. Personal moments in my career where I have had to prove myself to others but have had the most amazing TL behind me to remind me that I did deserve to be there and not to let it get to me. He was my rock and I didn’t realise how much until I took the time to reflect on what I learned from this man. 
Baud’s (1985) reflective model offers to describe one’s feelings, to reflect on one’s experience, and to consolidate one’s experience. This is important as my experiences have shaped what I do today and have provided me with my passion for making sure I make my department as safe as possible.
Emotions are important in reflection as they are a valued tool. Williams and Penman (2011) define it as a “combination of thoughts, feelings, impulses and body sensations (such as heart rate or trembling hands) that create an overall guiding theme or state of mind”. This is important as emotions can affect everything that we do especially when it comes to work and decision making. 
Being new to reflective writing I did touch on a simple, straightforward model and one that can be a useful way of helping get started and that was Driscoll's (2007) What Model. It has three steps that encourage you to write a description of the event, carry out an analysis of the event, and then devise several proposed actions following the experience of what has been learned. Driscoll’s model, which reflects the work of Borton (1970) is drawn as a circle with arrows pointing clockwise showing the three stages. However, several arrows can be drawn from step three the proposed actions step, and can illustrate several actions. I was drawn to the simplicity of this reflective model as it is simple and easy to use but I felt I needed to reflect a little deeper into my learning and that is why I chose the Gibbs (1998) model. But, this is something I may use in my future learning if I were to possibly complete my master's as this will allow my reflection skills to develop alongside other key skills that I have picked up during professional practice. Jasper (2003) simply said, “Reflective practice brings huge rewards in helping you to see different perspectives and think about your experience in different ways”.
The process of assembling my portfolio and self-reflection on my learnings has confirmed my recognised skills, identifying new areas of learning and identifying opportunities for future improvement. Tata believes that we are all leaders in our own right within the workplace and this module has encouraged me to reflect on the concepts of leadership, my leadership, and what being a leader requires. According to Bass and Stogdill (1990), “There are almost as many different definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept”.
There have been skills that I have recognised throughout this model that have shocked me. Just by identifying learning is a skill I never considered before. Emotional intelligence is something I never considered before but I have subconsciously learned this through my experiences. These are just two valued skills that I have discovered about myself through the course of this reflection. 
Research has highlighted several leadership styles that I researched during my learning. One of these leadership models was McGregor`s theory X and Y (1960). I have been able to relate to the Y theory and the democratic leadership style described by Lewin (1939). Both these theories promote empowering individuals, therefore encouraging self-motivation, responsibility, and mutual respect. Although I agree with both theories and I demonstrate this example in my portfolio I believe that the style of the leader is individual and depends on the individual being led. In my experience, a good leader can adapt their style depending on the individual, the situation, and the scenario.
This module has allowed me to recognise my growth as an influencer, a key trait of leadership. My experience of influencing people though not always successful has been a learning curve. By utilising Schon`s (1987) reflecting in action and critical reflection on action models. I have been able to critically analyse and reflect on both successful and unsuccessful actions. I have at times been judgemental depending on the situation and this has at times caused my attempts to influence to be unsuccessful. An example of this was sending out emails and expecting a reply with actions.
The process of identifying learning areas was terrifying to me as I didn’t believe I could find any, that is why I valued the discussions with my tutor as I just spoke about what I had been doing and immediately she recognised that I had learning areas I just didn’t realise it. Her guidance has been exceptional and I truly believe I could not have achieved any of this without her. My eyes were opened to the knowledge I had gained and once we agreed on my first learning area I was more confident in my application. Once I realised what I could write about I realised I had evidence about what I had been doing as it has been part of my journey.
Throughout my career, I have learned that I have become more empathetic with various functions within the organisation. Within manufacturing, I have become more understanding of targets whilst still adhering to compliance standards. This paired with my knowledge of the process and delivery of key projects and targets has allowed me to develop a degree of trust and respect across the department as I interact with my horizontal team as well as senior managers from other parts of the works. The traits and skills I have learned have supported successful engagement with others and allowed me to become a stronger influencer outside of my department.
Throughout my career and personal journey, I have never taken the time to digest and reflect on it for a while. RAL has allowed me to do this and I feel I have gained a degree of emotional intelligence from this. Although the definition is extensively debated I have found that two main models suit me personally. The ability model (Mayer et.al, 2008), and the trait model (Petrides, 2010). This is important as emotional intelligence is the ability to analyse and evaluate the emotions of yourself and others, thus allowing you to adapt to different individuals, circumstances, and scenarios. This was important for me as unfortunately women tend to be typecast in any male-dominated role and we find we get described as too emotional, but for me understanding the model allowed me to react accordingly and not be typecast like this. The skill was useful especially when interacting with different types of people. Emotions can be an influencing factor in success, especially in conflict situations. In particular, Goleman's (1998) mixed model links emotional intelligence to both personal and business results.  At times I have become emotional during difficult situations and when I had first-hand experience of conflict on shift I struggled as I took it personally. I became defensive and people who I was trying to engage with became despondent, stopped listening, or became defensive themselves. That’s why my Life Coach (LC) suggested emotional intelligence in a session one day. Encouraging me to become aware of my emotions as they can be misconstrued as a female thing, in all honestly I have had it in my career when the men will say “It's her time of the month” when I let my emotions get the better of me, it made me angry but more determined to succeed. My LC helped me control my emotions by recognising them. During stressful situations, my LC helped me to remain calm and manage them by simply taking a few deep breaths, closing my eyes, and counting to ten. It was like a reset button, also immediately after the situation had dispersed I took myself out of the room and either sat in the canteen or grabbed some fresh air. I also made sure to have regular sessions with my LC to talk about my feelings. 
I have had the pleasure of developing interpersonal skills such as leadership on my journey but at times these behaviours did not come easy, I am now fully aware that I consciously apply these skills, and I find this application a personal challenge and difficult at times. To keep developing myself I actively seek guidance and coaching from my brother who is a senior manager at TATA and has more experience than anyone I know. He started at sixteen and has worked at Tata for thirty-four years from a low position of recorder boy to now a senior campaign manager responsible for the assets life cycle. We meet regularly and have open conversations in which he is open and honest with his feedback something that I value. It allows me to reflect on decisions that I have made and we talk about different approaches. I know with practice and time I will eliminate any fears that still linger and regularly explore situations that put me out of my comfort zone, especially public speaking.
Reflection is a valued tool that I will be utilising more regularly and in more detail as it will help my development. I would like to further my management skills as I feel that that is my progressing into a more senior health and safety role. The process of reflection is a continuous loop which according to Pally (2007) causes humans to adapt their thought processes and behaviours given unconscious predictions based on previous experiences and knowledge, Pally also goes on to suggest that practicing self-reflection enables individuals to review themselves and strategies, thus facilitating change, personal growth and this increases effectiveness. 
Upon completion of my portfolio, I have reflected on my actions and the thought process behind these actions. I have considered cause and effect, which has resulted in me becoming more self-aware and career aware thus progressing from self-reflection to critical reflection as suggested by Van Woerkom, (2003). This has now in turn made me adapt my approach to future events for me to be more productive and effective in my department. These skills will assist in my progression to a middle health and safety manager as part of my development. 
For me, the most significant learning that I have accomplished through the process of completing this module is the importance of reflection. Reflection on my learning areas has enabled me to realise the importance of the scope and responsibility my role has. The critical self-reflection that I have had to do around my personal development has boosted my confidence in my role and highlighted achievements that I did not recognise at the time. This has always made me more determined to continue to develop and recognise areas that I could and will improve on. I will continue to develop skills that will make me more versatile in my role as well as more confidence to deliver my learnings.
I have demonstrated skills I have achieved over the last five years, from interpersonal skills, leadership skills, emotional intelligence, and knowledge-based skills relating to health, safety, and leadership. I also now have a deeper appreciation for academic writing and theories as these have been challenging to put into practice but I will continue to progress these. I truly believe that if I had not completed this module with open honesty then I would still be working within my comfort zone believing that I could not achieve anymore and hindering my personal development. However, this module has opened my eyes and encouraged me to keep putting myself out of my comfort zone, to utilise skills that I have learned over time in different roles, and to use reflection as a continuous cycle and learn. 
I have talents that I would have said five years ago were hindrances but now I see them as positive traits and will serve as a foundation for my future career within TATA whatever that may be. This module has shown me the depth of my knowledge and the abilities that I have. I have enjoyed this module as it has been challenging but also rewarding. Knowing that I can remember someone who so deeply changed the path of my career at TATA and shared his story with people is fulfilling and makes me smile remembering him. Reflecting on my journey has given me the ability to remember where I came from and the individuals who have helped me along the way. It has been amazing to rediscover my desire for leadership by having a mentor who took the time to believe in me, took the time to offer his knowledge to me, and truly impacted my life. Memories often fade so the chance to reflect on this has given me back my desire to learn. 
Also, during my time identifying learning areas, I found that I identified several others that could potentially have been used in my RAL module.  One that I identified and have touched on is equality as throughout my career I have been the only female on shift and that has come with many obstacles. I feel that this has been a very critical part of my learning, being able to get past the negative comments, gestures, and the general emphasis around women in steel. I chose not to write about this as a learning area as I feel it will be best suited for my final module within my professional practice which will be a project. Looking into the challenges that women in steel face daily will be a personal project for me to write about. It hasn’t all been on purpose, quite the opposite. At the start of my career, I worked with an older gentleman who just had fantastic manners but also believed women shouldn’t be in heavy industry, should not be getting dirty and most certainly should not be doing the tasks we did. An absolute gentleman to work with but frustrating as well. No matter how hard I tried he kept sending me back to the control room to change with the senior operator at the desk. Eventually, my team leader stepped in but it did make me question my decision to join TATA. Thanks to this intervention we blended well as a team and I revelled in the joy of changing his mind about women in the workplace. On his last day before retiring, he simply said “Thank you for opening my eyes, there’s nothing you cannot do and I'm sorry if I smothered you when you first started, and he apologised”, for everyone who knows me knows I'm a talker, but this made me speechless and we hugged with a big beaming smile on my face.
That was a small snippet of what I have had to endure from others whilst on shift and it has always been interesting to see how my shift team has reacted when they hear things like this from me. Especially when I covered the process section leader role and had to deal with other departments in the works. It took time but by knowing me I was able to back myself when making process decisions and when I had to question the downstream process. By reflecting on my own feelings about situations I am beginning to feel less stressed about things that are beyond my control.
Erin Andrews (2017) stated “Being a woman in a male-dominated industry, you are so afraid of people thinking you are weak”
Completing the RAL module has been interesting and terrifying at the same time as it made me look back on the last five years of my career and write about my experiences using critical writing skills which I had never used before. Where I thought I had no learnings it was intriguing when I discovered that I did, actually it was extraordinary and still puts a smile on my face.  Writing this has helped me to make sense of things especially why I’m feeling a particular way. It is something I will strive to get better at and will carry on. I`m not as self-conscious of what others think anymore especially when my gender is questioned. My self-belief has had a massive confidence boost seeing what my journey to this point has entailed.
Maya Angelou (2003) said, “ If you're trying to be normal you will never know how amazing you can be”. It has no bearing on learning just that it helps me remember that being different isn't always a bad thing, but can be the most fascinating foundation to whatever I want to do.
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