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Introduction
I completed my placement at Wagamama, where I worked as a Chef in a busy restaurant kitchen. Before starting my placement, I only had basic cooking knowledge and very little experience in a professional kitchen. I knew simple food preparation, basic knife skills and food hygiene, but I had never worked in an environment where every order had to be prepared quickly while still meeting the same quality standards.
I remember feeling nervous on my first day. Everything seemed to move much faster than I expected. The chefs communicated constantly, different sections were preparing food at the same time and there was always something happening. For the first few shifts, I spent more time listening and watching than talking because I wanted to understand how the kitchen worked before becoming more confident. Looking back now, I realise this helped me build a strong foundation instead of rushing into tasks that I was not ready for.
At the beginning, my responsibilities were quite simple. I prepared ingredients, followed food safety procedures, cleaned my workstation and helped the team whenever I could. As I became more confident, I started learning different kitchen stations and took on more responsibility during service. Every week I was trusted with new tasks, which motivated me to keep improving.
Before my placement, I hoped to become a better cook, but by the end I realised I had learned much more than cooking. I developed confidence, learned how to work under pressure, improved my communication and understood how important teamwork is in a professional kitchen. Learning through real experience helped me understand ideas that I had previously only studied at university, supporting Kolb's (1984) view that people learn best through experience. I also found that regular feedback and reflecting on my own performance helped me improve after every shift (Eraut, 2004).
Culinary Skills Development
When I joined Wagamama, I quickly realised that knowing how to cook and working as a chef were two very different things. I could prepare simple food, but I had never worked in a kitchen where timing, organisation and consistency were just as important as cooking itself. During my first few weeks I made small mistakes, forgot ingredients and often needed reassurance that I was doing things correctly. Instead of feeling discouraged, I tried to learn something from every shift.
The first section I learned was preparation. Although it looked like one of the easiest jobs, I soon understood how important it was. Preparing vegetables, sauces and ingredients correctly made the rest of the service much easier. I also improved my knife skills because I repeated the same tasks every day. At first, I worked slowly because I wanted every cut to be perfect. After a few weeks, I noticed that my hands moved more naturally, and I no longer had to think about every movement. Practice gave me confidence rather than speed alone, which reflects the importance of developing practical culinary skills through repetition (Hegarty, 2011).
One thing I remember clearly was learning mise en place. Before my placement, I did not realise how much preparation happened before customers even arrived. Every ingredient had to be labelled, stored correctly and placed where it could be reached quickly during service. On one of my first busy evenings, I wasted valuable time because I had not organised my station properly. I remember looking for ingredients while other chefs were already cooking. Nobody became angry, but one of the senior chefs quietly told me, "If your station is ready, your service will be easier." I still remember that advice because it completely changed the way I prepared for every shift.
As I improved, I started training on different kitchen stations, including ramen, fry, teppanyaki and gyoza. Each station had different recipes, cooking times and responsibilities. At first I worried that I would never remember everything. Instead of trying to learn every station at once, I focused on becoming confident on one before moving to the next. Looking back, this made learning much less stressful and allowed me to build my confidence step by step rather than feeling overwhelmed.
Another area where I improved was time management. During busy lunch and evening services, orders arrived continuously. In the beginning, I believed working faster was the answer. After a few weeks, I realised that good organisation was much more important than simply moving quickly. When my station was organised and I planned my next steps, I naturally became faster while making fewer mistakes. This experience helped me understand that efficiency comes from preparation rather than rushing (Cousins, et al., 2019).
Food safety also became part of everything I did. At university I had learned the theory behind cross-contamination, temperature control and personal hygiene, but working in Wagamama showed me why these procedures matter every day. I became much more aware of checking temperatures, rotating stock correctly, cleaning my station regularly and handling food safely throughout service. These routines soon became habits rather than rules that I had to remember, supporting the importance of consistent food safety practices in professional kitchens (Agency, 2024).

Professional Kitchen Experience
My placement showed me that working in a professional kitchen is about much more than preparing food. Every chef had their own responsibilities, but nobody worked alone. During every service, communication, teamwork and trust were just as important as cooking. This was one of the biggest differences between what I had learned at university and what I experienced at Wagamama.
At first, I was quite quiet because I did not want to interrupt the other chefs. I worried about asking too many questions or making mistakes. After a few weeks, I realised that good communication helped the whole team. If I was unsure about an order or a recipe, it was better to ask immediately than make a mistake that could slow down the service. The more I communicated with my colleagues, the more confident I became. I also noticed that experienced chefs were always happy to help because they had all been beginners at some point. This experience helped me understand why communication is considered one of the most important skills in successful teams (Salas, et al., 2005).
Another lesson I learned was that teamwork is not something people talk about; it is something they do every day. When one station became busy, another chef would step in without being asked. I experienced these many times. On one occasion, I was working on the ramen section during a busy evening service. I had several orders waiting, and another chef immediately helped me prepare part of the order while I finished the rest. A few weeks later, I found myself doing the same for a new member of the team. That moment made me realise how much I had grown since my first day. I was no longer the person who always needed help; I had become someone who could support others. This reflects the idea that effective teams achieve better results by sharing responsibility and supporting each other (Jon R. Katzenbach, 2015).
The placement also changed the way I dealt with pressure. In the beginning, I believed that confidence came from never making mistakes. Now I think confidence comes from staying calm, accepting feedback and finding solutions quickly. Looking back, I can clearly see the difference between the person who walked into the kitchen on the first day and the chef who finished the placement. University gave me the theoretical knowledge, but Wagamama taught me how to use that knowledge in real situations through practice, teamwork and continuous feedback (Schön, 1983).
Reflection and Personal Development
To reflect on my placement, I used Gibbs' Reflective Cycle because it encouraged me to think beyond what happened and consider how the experience changed the way I work (Gibbs, 1988).
One experience I will always remember happened during one of the busiest Friday evening services. I was working on the ramen section, and the restaurant quickly became full. Orders kept appearing on the screen, and for the first time I felt that I could not keep up. I tried to do everything myself because I wanted to prove that I was ready to work independently. Instead of asking for help, I became more stressed and started losing track of the order in which dishes should be prepared.
A senior chef noticed that I was struggling and stepped in before the situation became worse. After the service, he spoke to me calmly and explained that every chef has difficult shifts, especially while learning. He told me that being part of a team means recognising when support is needed, not trying to solve every problem alone. That conversation stayed with me because I realised my biggest challenge was not my cooking ability; it was my confidence.
From that day, I changed the way I approached every shift. I arrived with enough time to organise my station properly, checked that everything was ready before service and communicated earlier whenever I needed support. I also stopped worrying about trying to look perfect. Instead, I focused on learning something from every shift, even when things did not go as planned. I noticed that once I became more organised, I naturally became faster and made fewer mistakes.
This placement helped me grow both professionally and personally. I started with only basic culinary knowledge and very little confidence, but I finished my placement able to work across different kitchen stations, manage busy services and contribute to the team with confidence. More importantly, I learned that becoming a good chef is not about knowing everything from the beginning. It is about being willing to learn, accepting feedback and continuing to improve every day. This reflects Kolb's (1984) view that learning develops through experience and reflection, while workplace learning continues throughout a professional career (Eraut, 2004).
There are still areas where I want to improve. I would like to develop stronger leadership skills, become even more efficient during very busy services and continue learning new cooking techniques. However, this placement confirmed that I have chosen the right career. It challenged me every day, but it also gave me confidence in my abilities and showed me how much I can achieve through hard work, practice and a positive attitude.
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