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Reflective Essay

Focus Statement
My original focus statement, written during semester one of this year, outlined a clear career goal to work in the outdoors as a leader for both artistic and adventurous activities, specifically with groups such as older adults, those with disabilities, mental health issues, and additional support needs. I used a variety of tools, such as a SWOT analysis and a training needs analysis to determine key areas of improvement to work towards, namely my need for direct experience leading groups independently in outdoor and artistic pursuits (Kalb, 2023; Brown, 2002; Indeed Editorial Team, 2025). My focus statement established a potential pathway for professional development via a placement with the charity Coed Lleol, ideally one that would allow me to mostly independently plan and lead an activity. This was intended to test the skills I had, challenge my abilities as a leader, improve my confidence and competence, and show where further development would be needed going forward.

Having since carried out this plan, it is important to reflect on the experience and what I have learned. This can be done through the use of reflective models, such as those established by Gibbs and Kolb (Gibbs, 1988; Kolb, 1984). Gibbs’ reflective cycle is a detailed six stage process, progressing from the first stage of describing an experience, to examining one’s own feelings about the experience, evaluating the positive and negative outcomes, analysis to determine why things happened, concluding what you have learned, and lastly forming an action plan for how to deal with similar situations in the future (The University of Edinburgh, 2024; McLeod, 2025a; University of Cumbria, 2020). Kolb’s experiential learning cycle is similar, but more condensed with four stages and a greater focus on experimentation and experience (University of Cumbria, 2020; Kolb, 1984; McLeod, 2025b). Kolb’s cycle follows the stages of first having a concrete experience, defined by being something new or a reinterpretation. This is followed by a reflective observation of the events, feelings, behaviours and knowledge relevant to the experience, then abstract conceptualisation is the stage where learning occurs, creating new ideas and plans for the future based on your understanding of the experience. Finally, ‘active experimentation’ prompts you to test your new ideas and understandings in practice, to further develop your experiences.

Both models focus on the value of revisiting experiences as a continuous cycle of improvement, acknowledging the importance of both negative and positive aspects of an experience and the role of feelings and emotion on deriving useful conclusions. However, the importance of feelings in these reflective cycles is itself what makes these models difficult for me to use.

I am autistic, and one aspect of my experience as an autistic person is the issue of alexithymia (NHS England, 2023). Alexithymia describes a difficulty in interpreting, identifying and describing one’s own emotions (NHS England, 2023; Autistica, 2025; Preece and Gross, 2023). This means that although I do feel emotions normally, I find it difficult to identify what exactly I am feeling at any given time. For example, when going on a holiday a person with alexithymia may develop very strong emotions but be unable to identify if that feeling is excitement, nervousness or a stress related response. It is essential to acknowledge how this issue effects my ability to follow the feelings-based parts of reflective practices. Examining my feelings about an experience, and sometimes even identifying whether I struggled with something at all, requires extra steps to be taken.

My primary strategy of managing this issue in daily life is to make use of context to determine what my feelings most likely are. In this essay, I will refer to my lack of confidence; however, this is not a feeling I identified in the moment, but a conclusion I came to, based on past events, and outcomes afterwards that help to inform me that this is what I experienced at the time. I used the knowledge that a lack of confidence has been an issue in the past, along with the information that I felt something strongly with, that I could not identify during the whole experience, in order to reach the conclusion that lacking confidence was an issue for me.

Reflection
While my original plan set out in my focus statement suggested a standard type of placement, when I began speaking with Coed Lleol in October about doing so, they offered an interesting alternative. Coed Lleol allowed me to plan and lead my own two-day workshop, for which they would provide a venue and a group to attend.

This plan meant that the majority of my work towards setting up the workshops was in independently planning and arranging the event ahead of time. The first task in this process was determining what sort of group I would be working with, as this would influence the activity I chose for the workshop. Coed Lleol’s focus on nature-based health and wellbeing practises means they support individuals for a variety of issues, ranging from depression, loneliness, learning differences/difficulties, physical difficulties, and more, over a broad age range (Coed Lleol / Small Woods, 2025). I requested to work with a small group of around 10 older adults, as I felt this would be the most beneficial to my development. My volunteering as a Scout Leader already offers me experience in managing and working with young groups, so running the workshop with older adults would allow me to expand my skills and identify where I needed to improve for the future.

This knowledge of the group then allowed me to plan what activity the workshop would be based around, in order to accommodate an experience that emphasised both art and the outdoors itself. It was early in the planning process that I settled on clay in general as the focus of the workshop, as the material is physically easy to work with, and having no requirement for precision or steady hands as artistic practices such as painting often do. This could accommodate participants who may have issues with hand movement (for example, arthritis) as clay can be easily resculpted and changed throughout the process. As I specified my planning, I narrowed down to a choice of two types of clay for the sessions, these being polymer clay or air-dry clay. Originally, I selected polymer clay as the focus of the workshops as it softens easily by the warmth of a hand and can be worked within multiple colours, before being oven baked to harden. This was supported by a small test done via an older relative, who found it slightly easier to mould warm polymer clay over air-dry clay. However, when considering the purpose behind the session, which was to create an appreciation for nature and the outdoors through art, I could not accept polymer clay as an appropriate medium. Polymer clay is an artificial plastic clay, therefore although its properties were easiest to work with, I felt it would be tantamount to the purpose of the session to bring artificial plastics into the outdoor environment.

The material I selected for the workshops was air-dry clay, which was not only consistent within the themes the session was based upon, but added to the ideas of art and the outdoors. Air-dry clay is a natural material that can be found globally, with a historical basis for its use as both an artistic and practical material (Gillespie, 2025). Although it does not soften as easily from warmth when handling it, the addition of water to the material provides a similar effect.

Part of my preparation to run my own workshop was attending an event day run by Coed Lleol. This afforded me with an opportunity where I could talk to participants, established leaders, and participate myself in other workshops to develop my understanding and experience further. One of the largest benefits of this day event was getting to experience the casual atmosphere or ‘mood’ that these sessions had, so that I could replicate it for my own workshop to ensure participants would be comfortable. I also found inspiration for my workshop in the different activities I attended.

Further planning was based around considering how I could make the session more unique and emphasise the connections between nature and art. This goal took form in two ways: first in directing the participants to create natural forms with their clay (various flora and/or fauna), and secondly in my decision to forgo traditional tools used in sculpting clay. Typically, a variety of pre-made wooden, metal, or plastic tools are used for sculpting and detailing clay, and I found this would be a good opportunity to more closely connect nature and art during the session. Instead of providing the usual sculpting tools, both sessions would begin with 10-20 minutes were the participants could explore our outdoor venue and select their own tools from the natural environment in the form of sticks, rocks, and other natural materials. This was inspired by a printing workshop I had joined during the Coed Lleol activity day, which used natural materials found in the area for printing. Each of these factors combined created a workshop in which we used tools sourced from nature to create art from a naturally occurring clay material, directly tying in the importance of nature to the act of working with the clay.

This was followed by a series of tests I undertook myself, working with air-dry clay under the established parameters to get a more accurate idea of the time needed, potential techniques, and any further issues that could be encountered. This ensured I would be knowledgeable and experienced during the workshop.

In support of the core concept of the activity, I deepened my understanding of the of ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ clay is used through research, into the more technical aspects. This gave me relevant and interesting information to share with the group to keep them engaged and attentive to the purpose of the set activity. This research explored the cultural history of clay as a material, a natural product that can be found globally and its artistic applications (Gillespie, 2025). It also explored the scientific definitions of clay as a size of grain rather than a specific material, clay being a dirt or sand-like material formed by wind, rain, and temperature changes degrading rock into particles smaller than 4 micrometres, making it smooth to touch (GEO GIRL, 2022; Science Learning Hub, 2010; Science Insights, 2026). This is also how the quality of clay is identifiable by eating (in minute quantities), as pure clay will lack any grittiness when bitten down on (GEO GIRL, 2022).

Both clay workshop sessions were highly successful; the participants were all highly engaged with the activity and interested in the unique materials used. All were active when asked to retrieve their own tools from the natural environment around us and could be mostly independent in doing so, aside from a few initial questions. This continued through both days of the workshop, with the group remaining interested and engaged through from the first day to the second day the next week. Some participants even requested to take some clay with them after the first day, in order to practice more with the material before the second day. 

To ensure I would have an accurate perception of the success of the workshops, I requested at the end of the second session for participants to write some short comments detailing their experiences, all of which can be found in appendix I. These comments support my perspective that the sessions were enjoyable and engaging and that my leadership and support through the process was essential to that success. Comments made reference to both the fun aspects of working with clay, and the more informative aspects of the sessions. Additionally, the friendly and playful mood of the sessions was on display even in writing these comments. The comment sheet asked that an age be included alongside the comment, where participants became increasingly specific in their age as each one wrote their comment. This specificity developed from normally written ages like “62”, but then a group inertia to responses recorded ages such as “60 1/2”, then “60 3/4”, and lastly “65 11/12”; this light-hearted reaction was consistent with participant mood and behaviour through the entire workshop.

Critical Incidents
One issue I had to manage during the workshop was that one participant had very little movement in their hands, making it difficult for them to hold and sculpt the clay, as I had demonstrated to the group initially. This was a possibility I had anticipated in planning, so I was able to share some alternative ways of working with the clay, which would be easier for them to partake in. This was mostly successful, as the participant did make multiple pieces by the end of the session, and I made sure to watch in case they needed further assistance at any point.

A more critical incident that occurred was that on the first day of the workshop, the participants completed that day’s activities, as well as everything I had originally planned for the second day of the workshop too. This was partly reassuring, as it was an obvious indication that the participants were engaged and interested in working with the clay, and with the order of progression that I had planned. However, the obvious issue I encountered at the end of the session was that I had no further plan for day two, meaning since they had completed the activities for that session, I now had to arrange an entirely new plan that could continue to be engaging and interesting to the participants.

I managed this at the time by using some of my free time in the week before the next session; a time to consider paths for progression and development beyond what was originally planned. I concluded on focusing the second session on combining the fun and creative aspects of clay, with its practical uses in making dishes, pots, and cups and other simple forms/vessels.

When reflecting now on my planning process, it is clear how I failed to plan for a situation like this (REF). While I had planned extensively for obviously ‘negative’ issues to occur (such as disinterest in the activity, difficult working with the material, failure to clearly communicate instructions), I had not anticipated that the first session would go so well as to cause a problem. My general lack of confidence in my own abilities when planning, led me to over prepare for outcomes I perceived as resulting from failures in my own practice. As a result, I neglected to acknowledge the issues that could arise in the case that the workshops were much more successful than I had anticipated. Therefore, I failed to appropriately plan for extra activities should the participants finish early. Essentially, lack of confidence meant I did not consider how a ‘positive’ outcome could occur and lead to its own issues.

To avoid similar issues in the future, I must appropriately plan for situations where issues arise from positive outcomes, rather than just the perceived negative issues that could occur from my own failures in leading a group or activity. This can be done by placing more trust in my own skills and by looking back on occasions such as this one, as well as my successes in leading Scout groups to support my confidence in the future.


Conclusion
My experience leading a workshop with the help of Coed Lleol will be beneficial to my future career; as it provided essential experience in independently running an activity, active problem-solving and planning, as well as allowing me to develop connections with the charity and with its members already working in the field. For my future goals, I would like to solidify a stronger sense of confidence in my abilities and determine a strategy of reflection that avoids the issues I encountered, notably when trying to use the Gibbs and Kolb models. Proper reflection is essential to improvement; therefore, I do not want my future practice to constantly encounter the roadblock of alexithymia, thus making the emotional aspects of these reflective processes more difficult.

A potential way of streamlining this process would be to design a modified version of one of these reflective cycles, which better accounts for the issue of alexithymia. This could split a model’s emotionally based stage (‘feelings’ in Gibbs’ cycle, ‘reflective observation’ in Kolb’s cycle) into two. First, a determining stage, which analyses the conclusions of previous experiences, the outcomes observed in the new experience, physical symptoms of emotion and context clues to determine what feelings I had felt during a new experience. This would then be followed by an application stage, a more typical feelings-based process of applying the identified feelings to the experience, in order to examine how they affected my choices made and behaviours displayed. This modified model should be researched in more detail and solidified to be used efficiently in my reflective practice going forward, therefore ensuring I can properly reflect and develop using a model that accommodates my needs, rather than a model designed primarily for neurotypical users.
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Appendices
Appendix I
Participant feedback
	Participant
	Age
	Comment

	1
	62
	Excellent teacher. Very enjoyable. Very friendly. Good luck Holly with all you do.

	2
	57
	I enjoyed both sessions loved playing with clay. An excuse as an adult to act like a child

	3
	62
	Very enjoyable. Holly was very skilled & encouraging. Great fun.

	4
	49
	Very good for mental wellbeing and inspiring your imagination.

	5
	60 ½
	It’s the most fun I’ve had with clay in 50 years or so!! Seriously… great sessions, really enjoyed, learned some stuff and enjoyed the process and the product!! P.S Good luck with the assignment!

	6
	60 ¾
	Very enjoyable, Holly was great and encouraging. Good luck with the future.

	7
	65 11/12
	A very enjoyable experience delivered in a friendly way, with lots of knowledge & useful information.




Appendix II
BMSS5007 LOGBOOK

	Date
	Location
	Activity
	Time Spent (Hours)

	23/10/2025
	Cynefin
	Initial discussion with Coed Lleol to plan placement/workshop
	1

	22/02/2026
	Home
	Planning materials and medium for workshop
	3

	7/03/2026
	Home
	Testing polymer clay
	2

	21/03/2026
	Home
	Testing air-dry clay
	1

	26/03/2026
	Llyn Lech Owain Country Park
	Coed Lleol workshop event day
	6

	1/04/2026 – 24/04/2026
	Home
	General workshop planning and research 
	8

	25/04/2026
	Home
	Making workshop clay examples and testing
	4

	1/05/2026
	Llyn Lech Owain Country Park
	Workshop session 1
	6

	3/05/2026
	Home
	Planning new session 2 activities
	1

	6/05/2026
	Home
	Testing new activities
	3

	8/05/2026
	Llyn Lech Owain Country Park
	Workshop session 2
	6
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