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Component 2: Reflection

Dewey (1938) summarised “We do not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on experience”.  Studies demonstrate reflective practice plays a fundamental role in personal and professional development (Harrington and Loffredo, 2010; Hamilton and Mallett, 2018; Ghanizadeh, 2017; Zhai et al. 2023). In this essay, I will evaluate some well-known models of reflection to identify a suitable framework in which to critically reflect on the skills and experiences I have gained throughout my foundation degree and identify areas of personal and professional development.  One of the first models considered was Schon (1987).  Although criticised for focusing on personal experiences (Newman, 1999) this model does have many benefits, however, it was discounted due to the emphasis on real-time reflection. Another model considered was Driscoll’s (2007) Experiential Learning Cycle.  Critics argue this model oversimplifies the reflective process (Moon, 2004), and with the emphasis being more on the situation rather than on personal development I felt it was not a suitable model for this essay. I deliberated on using Kolb’s (1988) Learning Cycle (Mcleod, 2024) however, I concluded that Gibbs (1988) provides a more comprehensive systematic process to evaluate my personal and professional performance and provides a structured opportunity for growth and development. Using Gibbs's (1988) 6-stage continuous cycle I will describe the experience, discuss my feelings, evaluate, analyse, come to a conclusion and develop an action plan to develop my skills further. 
I joined the Foundation degree in Inclusive Education two years ago to further my skills and challenge myself.  With three children, a job and caring responsibilities, being a part-time evening degree based in the local area the course fitted my needs. Despite a few initial concerns I engaged in all aspects of the course, learning a wealth of new skills and increasing my knowledge not just in Inclusive Education practices, but also in IT, research, communication, referencing, teamwork, academic writing, presenting, critical thinking and much more.  The skills I have learnt have benefited my home life, my work and employment prospects boosting my confidence and increasing my resilience. 
Immediately after enrolling my worries started to surface. Although attending the course with a work colleague I was anxious about meeting a group of strangers more academically minded than me. Despite being passionate about the subject matter I was concerned with my ability and existing knowledge. I felt sure that everyone would be far more skilled and confident than I was and wondered how I would get through lectures. One of the first assignments was an essay and a presentation, this filled me with dread and compounded my anxiety about my ability and the choice I had made to enrol. I had never written an academic essay before or used referencing, I didn’t feel I had developed the skills or knowledge to pass. Thoughts of quitting filled my head, these were compounded by a close family member being diagnosed with cancer.  I persevered, I made time, I researched, read and developed my referencing skills and despite the nerves about presenting I completed the first assignment.  The wait for the results felt like a lifetime, during which time I was overwhelmed with feelings of self-doubt, constantly thinking about what I could have done differently and what I had done wrong. I was extremely relieved to receive my mark, I had passed with a distinction, I felt surprised but also motivated to carry on. I have felt a roller coaster of emotions throughout this degree so far, every unit has a wave of emotions from fear, and self-doubt, to relief and feelings of accomplishment and pride. I think I have grown so much over the last 2 years, not just in knowledge and skills but confidence and resilience. I feel a sense of achievement with every new skill I develop, I feel proud of my achievements to date, which has increased my confidence pushing me out of my comfort zone and encouraging me to be more open to challenges.
I have acquired many new skills attending this inclusive education degree and achieved more than I thought possible. Through my newly developed knowledge and research skills I have been able to deepen my understanding of theory and how it applies in practice. Working in a family learning environment Bandura’s (1977) Social Learning theory, Piaget's (1954) and Dewey's (1938) constructivist theories and Vygotsky's (1978) social constructivism theory play an important part.  My knowledge of these theories has allowed me to tailor my approach to suit the learning styles and needs of families, scaffolding their learning (Vygotsky, 1978) and applying relevant theory which has positively impacted my work and the learners' experience.  
I have learnt to reflect on both positive and negative experiences, using different reflection models such as Gibbs (1988) and Schön (1987), making improvements, and setting goals and actions. Through this practice, I have developed my critical thinking skills and problem-solving ability and adopted more of a growth mindset (Dweck, 2017).  Developing this growth mindset has positively impacted many parts of my professional and personal life. I am more resilient, able to accept setbacks as challenges adapting my approach to develop a more positive outcome as described by Dweck and Leggett (1988). 
As a mature student being able to attend blended learning sessions in the evening has been a huge benefit, fitting in with busy family life as corroborated by McKenna et al., (2020) and Lewin et al. (2019). Computer skills and time management skills are essential to the success of online learning as suggested by Rovai (2003), although the blended learning approach may not suit everyone as indicated by Kintu, Zhu and Kagambe (2017), I embraced it as a challenge.  I have developed my computer skills such as creating videos, posters, PowerPoint presentations and improving my Microsoft Word skills, all these are essential skills for future success.  Being aware of the positive correlation between grades and attendance (Newman‐Ford et al., 2008) I attended every possible session in person.  Despite some studies highlighting negatives with online learning (Means and Neisler, 2020),  I feel that having the added benefit of being able to watch back the recordings has been invaluable in enhancing my learning experience, an opinion also shared by Gosper et al. (2011) and Voelkel et al. (2023).  Re-watching lectures online has helped me master fundamental theory and principles. I have used the recordings to apply Bruner’s (1960) Spinal curriculum revisiting and building on my existing knowledge to understand how to apply theory to practice consolidating my learning.  
Studies have shown that insufficient family support and increased workload can result in the inability of learners to continue with online education (Park and Choi, 2009).  Having support from family, friends, peers and lecturers, has been instrumental to my success.  Although disputed by Shao et al. (2024) there is a wealth of evidence to suggest that extrinsic motivation such as peers can increase academic achievement (Alotaibi et al., 2023, Brouwer et al., 2022, Shin, Ranellucci and Roseth, 2017).  This opinion is also shared by Greer, Hudson and Paugh (2024) who emphasise the benefits of peers and support networks on academic motivation and success.  Building a support network with other learners, using Bourdieu’s social capital theory (Grenfell, 2014)  and Vygotsky's (1978) social constructivism principles to scaffold each other's learning has supported growth, development and maintained motivation. 
I had a lot of worries when I started this degree, despite knowing a couple of people on the course I was concerned about being a mature student with other students who were more intelligent than myself.  Doubting my cultural capital (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977) I felt uncertain about my ability and often thought about quitting.  Although I didn’t realise it at the time, these feelings were felt by many of my peers, as highlighted by Hayman et al. (2024), especially those such as myself who had no prior experience of university and didn’t know what to expect. As the sessions continued I became more settled and after passing the first couple of assignments I began to realise that I had been experiencing imposter syndrome (Clance and Imes, 1978).  The positive results spurred me on, developing my growth mindset (Dweck, 2017) and increased my confidence.  There are strong links between confidence and success as described by Bandura's (1997) concept of self-efficacy. As I continued with the degree and completed more assignments my self-efficacy grew, my motivation improved and I started to believe I was capable.  Aligning with Locke and Latham’s (2002) theory of goal setting I started to set myself more specific challenging goals understanding that by achieving these goals I would boost my self-efficacy leading to increased motivation and success. 
Despite many positives, there have been some challenges and some negative aspects. Even though academic writing and research skills have enhanced my knowledge, critical thinking skills and ability to communicate effectively, I have found academic writing and referencing challenging.   Although research shows that good time management skills can reduce academic stress (Misra and McKean, 2021) and increase academic performance (Kearns and Gardiner, 2007) I have found time management a difficult skill to develop and maintain.  Balancing family life, caring responsibilities, work and a degree has been extremely challenging and sacrifices have had to be made by the whole family.  These experiences align with those highlighted by Hayman et al. (2024) and Baxter and Britton (2001) who describe the difficulties of managing a degree with family life.  I have been fortunate to have a supportive network of family and friends however being able to find quiet time for study has often delayed my progress as described by Cohen (2012).  Although still improving these skills, I have managed to use some time management techniques adopting Covey (2004) type principles, being proactive and ensuring that urgent and important tasks are completed first.  By developing a deeper understanding of why procrastination occurs and the negatives of procrastination (Ferrari, 1994, Stead, Shanahan and Neufeld, 2010) I have reduced my tendency to procrastinate which has had many benefits both professionally and personally.  Although procrastination is viewed as a negative, according to research by Zhu (2023) sometimes procrastination can have positive effects. I have found that by occasionally postponing and reflecting on difficult tasks I have been able to complete them more effectively at a later date, leading to better time management and improved outcomes.  
Despite initial thoughts that I was out of my depth and that everyone must be far more academically minded, I have realised that it is not my ability but self-doubt holding me back.  Although it has been difficult from a time perspective to manage this degree so far I understand the benefits of adult education and its effects on social mobility and raising aspirations of future generations as described by the Department for Education and Skills (2006).  I feel that completing this degree could benefit my children and their aspirations as research by Park and Choi (2009) and Wainwright and Marandet (2010) suggests however, on reflection, ideally, I would have delayed starting this degree until my younger children were in their early teenage years.  
Going forward effective time management is going to be the key to success, I need to ensure that I plan and prioritise tasks accordingly to enhance my productivity allocating specific time for work, study and family commitments as described by (Greenhaus, Collins and Shaw, 2003). I need to make time for self-care to reduce stress and increase resilience enabling me to manage multiple roles effectively to the best of my ability (Meine et al., 2021).  
It has been beneficial to use Gibbs's (1988) reflection model to increase my awareness, understand my strengths and weaknesses and identify areas for improvement. Using this model has made me understand the need to make more time for reflection.  Although Gibbs’s (1988) model has worked well for this assignment it does have its critics, Ahmadi, Ayazi and Zarezadeh (2022) raise a valid point when they highlight that when people encounter difficulty they often stop what they are doing. With this in mind going forward I feel that a shorter model such as Driscoll's (2007) model would be a more effective model to use to take immediate action to prevent any delays.  
The skills I have learnt so far have enabled me to make improvements in both my personal and professional life and have encouraged personal growth and development.  I am more confident in my delivery, I have greatly improved my employability skills and have overcome many challenges. I have a career focus and identity and going forward I will now be giving myself an A grade (Stone Zander and Zander, 2002)!
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