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My journey to this MA course actually started a decade ago, I was working in hospitality, with a team who provided food services for festivals and entertainment functions, very different to what I do now, this path came to an end when I became a single parent.

I found this to be a huge barrier to employment, when my relationship broke down, I had no safety net or family to rely upon for childcare so my previous role was no longer an option as it meant working nights and weekends where I had no childcare options affordable to me. 

It quickly became impossible to  maintain a functioning household to raise a baby. I was unable to pay my rent and bills on the benefits I had been approved for, I fell into arrears and eventually lost this home before affordable housing was made available to me, and we had to stay with friends while I figured out what to do next.
This chaotic point in my life became the starting point in my current career.

I returned to college to train for a role in education, with guidance from a health visitor in an NHS based baby group, who thought that I had an interesting approach to interacting with children, and thought that I would enjoy a role working with them, and that would also mean,  that when my own child went to school, more work options would open up for me, which turned out to be true.

My first job in early as was with valleys kids, a free drop in service that offered fun and educational activities and social support for parents and their preschool children.

In this position I met mothers just like me, who appeared to find some relief and comfort in the fact that, although I was a facilitator in those sessions, I was able to understand and empathise with them, as I was still going through the same struggles as they were.

When funding for Vally’s kids was cut I was recommended for a role a flying start centre, here I would work closely with preschool children and their families in a deprived area close to my own home.

Again, I would see my own struggles mirrored in the experiences of parents that were coming to me for help, only now I was in a position where I was able to offer guidance and direct these families to services where they could find financial and well-being support that I was in need of myself a few years before to prevent me from enduring hardship and getting into debt.

While in the stay and play sessions I would work to provide experiential learning experiences, support and care to build the confidence and self esteem of these children along with encouraging them to practice basic skills that would bridge the gap in educational attainment between lower and middle class children before they go to school (Welsh Government, 2019).

The flying start initiative offered many opportunities to learn and develop skills and strategies as part of ongoing professional development to ensure all staff by providing a high quality service to the children we worked with, 

I really enjoyed exploring strategies to help relate to children who were experiencing emotional and communication issues, these strategies would often bring up issues around attachment and positive relationships being developed to improve outcomes. The theories and research around the importance of developing positive relationships, and the power these have to influence so many aspects of a persons life, from how they feel about themselves, to how successful they are throughout their lives.

I now understand myself to be an adult who has experienced ACE’s Haczkewicz et al, (2024) and I’m an example of how these can impact so many factors that can affect health and happiness. 

Having a secure foundation of a safe and functioning home, allows children more opportunities and choices to explore safely until they are able to make ones that lead to success, children without this, have limited options and may only be able to do what’s necessary to get by, and its perfectly understandable to me why they may be drawn to riskier pastimes, such as alcohol and substance abuse, detailed by Haczkewicz et al, (2024) to distract them from the lack of joy this kind of existence can brin.
I feel lucky that having the love and responsibility of having a baby to raise was sufficient  distraction for me.

Attachment issues have was always a sticking point for me in professional settings, seeing a child experience fear and anxiety around separation causes, me a great deal of stress, so my first port of call whenever there is an intake of children, is to devote all my effort into comforting children and promoting secure attachments, sometimes becoming a security blanket until they feel secure and safe enough to let go and start exploring without me. The parents of these children would express that this made them feel better about leaving their children, and would develop close relationships with me where we could discuss how their children were doing in the setting in a comfortable and informal way, and if they expressed parenting issues, we would work together to find solutions for them, Hannon and O’Donnell (2021) agree that developing empathetic relationships is a positive move to encourage engagement with families. This was an extremely rewarding part of the job that would offset the stress of the emotional and physical intensity role. 
building those close relationships with parents who were mainly single working class women, was one of the most interesting parts of working in a community based childcare programme, gaining an insight into their lives and relationships, and how those shape their position has provided me with information to make me a more effective practitioner and witnessing how most of these parents expressed joy in parenting on the same high hopes for their children in achieving a lifestyle that would result in future health and happiness made my purpose in these roles very clear. Gorski (2016)

Colleagues would also tell me that they feel clingy or upset children too draining, and were happy for me to take on the role of ‘security blanket’, and that became my niche, to develop secure attachments, while the other staff members would focus on other aspects of running the nursery. In theory, this is a fair deal, but in practice, this meant that I would have a group of key children who had a higher rate of issues associated with adverse childhood experiences , who required a higher level of care and would need to be closely observed and recorded to ensure that evidence was recorded to share with the other agencies that would need to be introduced to give them what they needed.

So I would often leave work feeling overwhelmed and tired, and I began to have negative associations with my job and decided that it was time for me to move on and learn new skills, and so I left to support one of my key children with additional learning needs in his transition to nursery in a mainstream primary school.

A similar thing happened here, which I go into more detail in the case study, my role shifted to provide support to children who were experiencing ACE’s and I became the go to person for children exhibiting challenging behaviour, attachment issues or any factors that meant  they would struggle to learn alongside their peers in the classroom. My role became insular and my purpose became unclear, I did not feel that the progress the children had been making through holistic activities was acknowledged by  the staff and I felt that my practice was not respected as a serious one , despite my training for the role recommending this style, as it is empirically proven to promote learning and development in a stage appropriate and inclusive way.

My understanding of how I am perceived in my current workplace is difficult to substantiate as I only have my interpretation of interactions as evidence, which is highly subjective. 

However, there have been more serious instances where I have been told my opinions were invalid by senior leaders.
When the opportunity to study for a degree in Early Years education became available, I knew I had to take the leap and apply.

Completing this degree, and surprising myself with a First still has not sunk in, but the support and inspiration I received from the tutors on the BA course really made the difference to my confidence in my ability to complete the degree and to continue to fight for what I believed in the workplace.

The in depth discussions into theory relating to children’s learning and development and how this informed policy and legislation, particularly to the new curriculum for Wales which was now operational in schools, gave me the confidence to speak up at times where I was being asked to do something that wasn’t right, for example, holding a child’s hand around a pencil to try and correct immature grip – I felt this approach would diminish the child’s confidence in their existing ability to mark make, so I referred to my observations where I had planned to introduce more fine motor activities to develop hand strength and coordination, citing research into the benefits of these activities, such as Suggate, Stoeger and Pufke, (2016) who define Fine Motor Skills as ‘small muscle movements requiring close eye-hand coordination’ and stated activities that require children to manipulate small objects would give children the strength and dexterity needed to improve their grip.

The ability to show that my reasoning was informed by data made me feel that my holistic approach to education was legitimate and an area that I should be talking about with confidence and enthusiasm in the workplace.

The increase in the number of children who are struggling to thrive in the classroom meant that my workload was ever increasing without additional resources being offered in the way of training, or physical space or a colleague to share the load as I am within the adult to chid ratio (Welsh Government, 2023).

each day required a lot of spontaneous decision making and the physical and mental exertion had taken its toll on my physical, as well as my menta health – which from studies into the interface of mental and physical health from researchers such as Marconcin, et al  (2022), I understand to be intrinsically linked. 

I resorted to seeking help from my GP when my fatigue, poor concentration and constant pain were affecting my capabilities at work. After months of treatment for possible mental health didn’t clear up my physical issues, I tested positive for a more serious condition that required surgical treatment. Welcome and Mastorakis (2020) examined how the blood brain barrier was affected by inflammation caused by stress and illness, leading to long term fatigue and cognitive decline, which seemed to be the same for me, this occurrence is also spoken of in the effects of ACE’s, the long term affects being increased chances of chronic illness like cancer stroke and heart disease (Boullie and Blair, 2018).

Gibb’s reflective cycle has been a valuable resource for me, It has allowed me to reflect on previous experience by separating the components of the experience into sections the six stages of the cycle are
a description of what happened I felt how I reacted during the experience 
an evaluation of what did and didn't go well 
analysis of this situation to to understand exactly what happened 
a conclusion where I think about what I have learned what I might do differently I have this experience again and an action plan what steps can I take to prepare myself in the future Markkanen, Välimäki, Anttila and Kuuskorpi (2020) .

Committing to using this cycle to make sense of the events and experiences that set me on the path to favour education has made me aware that I have been repeating a cycle of emotional involvement that leads to burnout and in order to be successful at this stage in my education I miss commit to making my physical and mental health a priority if I am to utilise the ma in making positive changes in the community that I belong to and prevent others from having to experience barriers to learning and positive experiences that make life difficult and can result in poor health and well-being in the long term.

Reflecting on my career, and the time I have spent in University, I have found myself at an intersection of issues that stem from adversity, similar to that I have experienced myself,   I have also realised that I centralise positive relationships when engaging with academic texts, theories and putting that information into practise, and this is an area the I would like to explore further moving forward.
The more I learn, the more I recognise the gaps in my knowledge, so my main reason for joining the MA programme is to narrow those gaps and discover what career pathways are available to me and potentially, what I can create for myself.
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