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Assignment 1
This assignment aims to critically reflect on my experiences whilst on placement using an appropriate model for reflection.  The assignment begins with an introduction to my placement setting, an exploration of why it is important to embed critical thinking into practice and introduces the model of reflection I used to write about my experiences.  I have reflected on 3 events for this assignment.
My placement, in an observational capacity, was at a small, local children’s nursery in a village close to where I live.  The nursery offers a child care service for infants and children up to 11 years of age.  (Children of school age are collected by an appropriately qualified member of staff when school finishes and brought to the nursery).  The nursery operates between 8am and 6pm, employs 10 staff and can accommodate up to 22 children.  The children are divided into groups where infants and children up to age 3 are separated from the older children.  The nursery offers a bilingual service, varied activities, curriculum based learning and is registered with Care and Social Services Inspectorate for Wales (CSSIW). 
The work placement needed to be completed as part of the advocacy course I am currently studying.  As previously mentioned, the placement was in an observational capacity.  However, I used my initiative at the nursery to help and support staff when I felt my help would be appreciated.  I did not want staff to think I was unapproachable and therefore, did not always wait for instruction, I simply joined in with the unstructured activities with the children which included organising toys, reading and jigsaws and helped to clear and tidy away after snacks and mealtimes.  The majority of my time was spent generally supervising the children inside the nursery and outside in the playground.  I endeavoured to build rapport with not only the children but also the staff, by showing an interest in their experience of working at the nursery, observing them interacting with the children and the conversations with parents that occurred at the end of the day.  I understand how important it is to have positive early childhood environments as, according to Hadley (2012, p.39), “It is widely accepted that the quality of the early years’ environment is crucial for the long-term health and well-being of individuals” and children’s well-being is significantly important in Wales as outlined in the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014.  
My previous experience of children had been in a secondary school setting and I welcomed the challenge of working with younger children, hence my reason for choosing this particular placement.  My work experience within secondary education totals 15 years and I have engaged with young people with additional learning needs and special educational needs so this placement offered me opportunity to use some of my previous skills again.  As a caring and genuine person I understand how important it is to adopt person-centred approaches with young people and have witnessed how much individuals can achieve within an encouraging, supportive and inclusive environment; something that I felt this particular nursery offers and where I, as a student, believed I would feel comfortable fulfilling my placement.  It also offered me opportunity to build on my expertise and develop my continuous professional development (CPD) in an appropriate setting.  The Care Council for Wales (2016) highlights the importance of CPD in a childcare setting as it ensures competence within the profession by sustaining skills and keeping up to date with changing legislation and policies.  Buzzeo and Cifci (2017) state that there is evidence to suggest that work experience placement is effective and gives a range of positive outcomes for individuals.
According to the Welsh Government’s reflective practice booklet (2015) it states that reflective practice involves improving what one does, is for all practitioners, is ongoing through one’s career and is challenging.  Schön (1983) builds on this, describing it as a method of gaining a more profound awareness of oneself and learning from it to improve future outcomes.  Moss and Petrie (2002) point out that practitioners need to be aware of how they work with children.  One needs to be focussed with one’s responses and engagement “with the multiple voices of children in early childhood settings” (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011, p.3).  According to Paige-Smith et al (2011) reviews of the Early Years Foundation Stage in 2010 highlight how important it is for practitioners from the early years’ workforce, and from within settings such as the nursery where I did my placement, to develop critical thinking and reflection.  It is also pointed out that there has been an expectation for early years’ practitioners to gain more qualifications and have a better understanding of children’s engagement and participation, therefore, by relating policy and literature, enables engagement with reflective practice.  Critically understanding one’s own practice through reflective practice, developing skills, knowledge and approaches enables practitioners to achieve the best outcomes for children.        
Paige-Smith and Craft (2011, p.21) state “Weaknesses in reflective practice can come from a closed network where ways of doing things are not open to scrutiny, reinterpretation or development”.  They suggest that one needs the opportunity to bounce ideas off others, to co-construct ideas and understandings and therefore, by doing these things, more perspectives can be taken into consideration, overcoming subjectivity in one’s reflections of an event or experience.  According to an abstract (Paterson and Chapman, 2013) “professional organisations and regulatory bodies are making critical reflection a mandatory component of professional practice”.  They argue that “Reflection is part of learning from experience and is important in developing and maintaining competency…” (Paterson and Chapman, 2013, p. 133) but fears of appearing incompetent and the discomfort associated with looking at personal vulnerabilities can be an impediment to engaging in reflective practice (Orchowski et al., 2010; Scaife, 2010) cited in Fried (2015).
Schön (cited in Boud, 2001) developed the most familiar approach to reflection.  According to Boud (2001), in order to be a reflective practitioner one needs to reflect on experience and learn from it.  Schön’s approach is called reflection-in-action and involves taking the experience, engaging with that experience and then making sense of it, exploring thoughts and emotions in the process (Boud, 2001).  In order to do this, Boud presents journal writing as a tool for reflective practice, enabling one to work with an experience or event “…in order to extract meaning” (Boud, 2001, p. 9). Ashby (2006) points out that using a model of reflection allows one to see things from different perspectives, similar to De Bono’s six thinking hats, an approach that allows for events to be viewed through a different lens; each lens represented by a different coloured hat.  She argues that without a model, our reflection practice is likely to be limited, perhaps focussing on all the negatives and overlooking the positives.  Therefore, the potential benefits of reflection are also likely to be limited.  
Gibbs’ reflective cycle was chosen as an appropriate model of reflection for each event in this assignment as it allowed me to consider the emotional facets of an event, helping one to understand reactions to a certain situation and gleaning a better understanding of myself to facilitate change through choices about my future behaviour.  Using a diary or journal to record reflections can give opportunity to review a person’s development according to Jarvis (2001) therefore, during my work placement, I wrote a diary of several events that occurred in order to practice critical reflection.  Gibbs’ Model for Reflection contains 6 stages; a description of the event, an exploration of feelings, an evaluation of the event, analysis to make sense of the experience, a conclusion to consider other options and an action plan to consider what to do differently in the future (Ashby, 2006).  Alongside this cyclical framework I applied the pyramid structure of Bloom’s taxonomy to ensure I developed higher levels of reflective learning and cognitive thinking (Forehand, 2005).  Bloom’s taxonomy is an instrument that can be used to develop deeper learning and useful in the field of education.  In 1948 Bloom spearheaded a group to classify educational goals and objectives.  The intention was to develop a method of classification.  The framework that was created became a taxonomy of 3 domains: cognitive or knowledge based, affective or attitudinal based and psychomotor which is the skills based.  Bloom’s taxonomy is a model of classifying thinking in line with 6 cognitive levels of complexity, allowing students to reach a higher level of thought (Forehand, 2005).  In the 1990s the taxonomy terms were updated and are defined as remembering, understanding, applying, analysing, evaluating and creating (Wilson, 2016).  The first 3 being the lowest levels and the last 3 the highest levels.  The taxonomy can be applied to all contexts of teaching and learning, according to Moseley et al (2005) and is therefore, relevant to reflective practice and this assignment.  
The assignment now focuses on the 3 events that I observed using Gibbs’ Model of Reflection.  
Event1
Forms that parents and carers of children fill in once registered at the nursery give details of the persons who are recognised to collect children.  These forms are stipulations of child care settings, which includes nurseries, that are requirement under the legislation that is in place to protect and safeguard children from harm.  This means that there is no confusion for staff at the nursery especially for example, when there is a breakdown in parental relationships or when there are parental disputes over custody of children.  In this scenario, a child was being collected at the end of the day from the nursery but not by a recognised person on the form.  On this occasion, despite the child knowing the person, staff at the nursery had a duty to the child and the parent was telephoned to explain the situation.  There was a break-up in the family and the parent was unaware that the other parent had made alternative arrangements for the child to be collected by another family member.  The nursery explained that this was a safeguarding issue and that they were not allowed to release the child to this other family member. 
At the time I was concerned for the child as he was too young to understand what was happening and he knew the person who had arrived to collect him.  Staff eased the situation by reassuring the child that his mother was going to collect him later.  I overheard the conversation with the parent who was telephoned and it appeared to me that the nursery manager was dealing with some confrontation by the tone of her voice and her reiteration of the protocols in place to protect and safeguard children.  However, after the phone call the manager started talking to me about the problems she had encountered with this family, revealing a lot of information about their situation and how she personally felt about them. 
Once I had finished work and returned home I had opportunity to think and write about the events of the day.  I reflected on my feelings concerning the child and the nursery manager’s divulgence of information to me after the telephone call with the parent.  I was concerned that the child may have been further affected by the situation if parents did not explain why the other person was unable to take them home, or if parents were still angry about the situation which was my impression from the telephone call with the nursery manager.  I felt that a dilemma existed with the nursery manager’s professional boundaries.  She did not need to divulge so much information concerning this family and her relationship with them to myself because I was not employed as a member of staff and, it appeared to me that she had allowed her emotions to take over.  At the time I gave support and showed empathy because I felt that was what she needed.  
On evaluating the situation, I felt it was a positive experience in the sense that I was reminded of the challenges that exist within child care settings.  It was positive to see that the nursery has a robust safeguarding policy that was being upheld and reassuring to know that the nursery has the same levels of awareness as other places such as, where I have worked in an inclusion centre with vulnerable children.  It is always a big concern for staff working in all child care settings, especially at home times in terms of safeguarding and “a written policy and procedures should continue to be available for parents, or other adults with family responsibility, to read on request” (Lindon, 2012, p. 119).  I felt that the staff were proactive in their approach to reassure the child and this was good practice to observe.  Looking at the situation from a negative perspective, I would have preferred to raise the nursery manager’s awareness of professional conduct but did not do this.  I felt anxious at the time but later, angry with myself for not saying anything with regard to this dilemma.   
On analysis of the incident, I believed there could be 3 reasons why she behaved in this manner; she needed to offload her frustration with the situation, she had become complacent with her values within her job role or she is the type of person who enjoys gossiping about others.  Based on this behaviour I made an observation that she had become complacent with her values as a nursery manager which created a dilemma for me.  I needed to speak to her about professional conduct but did not feel skilled or comfortable enough to do so.  I needed to acknowledge that within the 4 stages of learning devised by Burch (cited in Whipple, 2015), I was at the conscious incompetence stage where I knew what I had to do but was struggling with how to achieve that.  Burch’s model of the 4 stages of learning allows me to understand how to develop as a professional.  However, perhaps also in this situation it was enough for me to just be aware of, and reflect on, what should have happened without giving voice to my concerns.            
Gentile, in her observations on ways to express one’s values points out that “…voicing and acting on our values is a learnable skill” (2010, p.137).  She suggests that if we are uncomfortable or unskilled in an approach to a situation that it may be easier to find a middle ground, in my case this approach would have been a one-on-one with the nursery manager.  I always wish to be more assertive but as an individual I acknowledge that I am uncomfortable with confrontation therefore, Gentile suggests using “…a line of careful questioning rather than assertion” (2010, p.139) to raise an objection to something, which in my case was my perception of the nursery manager’s lack of professionalism.  
On reflection, this incident has helped me recognise and acknowledge in future, that I need to develop my competency in dealing with confrontational situations by applying the approaches outlined by Gentile.  It has also been helpful to be reminded of the importance of professional boundaries and when I should deal more directly with a situation or just use it as an opportunity to reflect on my own professional behaviour.  The experience also reminded me that I need to be proactive in dealing with difficult situations for children as they can be inadvertently affected by the decisions made by their parents.           
Event 2
As explained in the introduction, the children are divided into groups commensurate with their age.  The majority of the learning is explored through play and on certain days there are specific learning activities led by staff who are qualified to level 3 in childcare; for the purpose of this assignment I will refer to the level 3 as A.  I observed A planning, organising and carrying out an activity with several children.  The activity involved experimenting with different textures using their hands and feet.  At first they used their bare hands and feet and then paint was incorporated into the activity.  The children were to take turns experimenting, instructed by A.  The children are always quite boisterous and on this occasion A was having problems getting the children to take turns.  I observed that she was quite stressed as the tone of her voice changed.  She started to shout at the children and the whole activity ground to a halt.  The children appeared quite upset but I was unsure if it was because of A’s tone of voice or because they had to stop the activity.  A’s tone of voice continued for some time as staff cleared away the mess the children had made and my observations were that she was angry and impatient with the children.      
My perception was that the children were not engaged because I felt A did not carry out the activity well and therefore, not in the best interests of the children in terms of learning.  I was aware that I was making a judgement on A’s capabilities as a level 3 nursery assistant and needed to reflect on why I did this.  I believed that my past experiences and knowledge of working with children illustrated that better learning generally takes place with children learning through play, experience and actively engaging in what was being taught. This is in line with Piaget’s ideas that children learn through play rather than a more traditional didactic teaching approach (Robson, 2006).  Freire (1993) would also argue that teachers need to be more facilitative rather than didactic as this approach empowers children to be agents of their own learning.   
As a professional, I need to ensure in the future that I am not so quick as to pass judgement on another person’s performance without considering the whole picture.  Brookfield (1995, cited in Greene, 2017, p.3) states “…reflection if used thoughtfully and delicately can be an empowering and positive process for practitioners which in turn can enhance the practitioners’ self-awareness.”  On evaluation I recognised that I was being unfairly judgemental because I did not approve of A’s delivery of the learning activity.  However, if I looked at the experience as a learning opportunity from both a personal and developmental perspective as well as any future interactions with young children, this situation helped me to see what works well and what does not work well with young children.  
Although I did not actually voice my criticisms and I made sure that I did not express my feelings, I was aware that I was being unfairly critical.  One could argue that if I take a learning model such as Bloom’s taxonomy (Forehand, 2005), I was firmly sitting in the affective domain, highly judgemental, and that prevented me from moving up Bloom’s learning pyramid.  If I had been able to be part of the activity, or taken opportunity to speak to the person to cognitively understand her situation, I may have been able to move up the ladder of the pyramid and therefore, I recognise that I as a person need to be more involved in activities such as the example I have used here.   On reflection I can see that I allowed subjective unprofessional feelings prevent me having an objective learning opportunity.      
In retrospect, I should have been less judgemental and more supportive of A by considering the whole situation.  I was only observing one activity that A supervised so it was unfair for me to be so critical of her based on that one experience.  Before the activity had started I should have checked with A if there was anything specific she needed me to do.  This could have potentially alleviated the problems that arose whilst the activity was taking place, especially as the children were so boisterous on that particular day.  I realised on reflection that I should have been more forthcoming with my support instead of waiting for instruction from A.  This would also have allowed me to be more involved with the activity as I know I enjoy the hands-on approach, especially when engaging with children.      
In future I will continue to be self-aware and reflect on my opinions about people and seek advice or supervision to combat any negative feelings I have when working with colleagues.  It also reinforced my belief that I am not a passive learner which was a positive outcome from this reflective account.     

Event 3 
I had almost completed my placement when the nursery manager messaged me to explain that they had been issued some guidelines concerning people entering the nursery premises because of the coronavirus pandemic.  She explained that at the present time it was safer for me not to finish my placement hours and despite feeling disappointed that the opportunity to show my appreciation and say goodbye to the staff and children was out of my control, I completely understood the situation.  
As a conscientious individual who strives to complete tasks to the best of my ability, not completing my placement meant that I was unable to discuss my observations.  Therefore, I did not have closure and this made me feel anxious and upset.  I was aware that this was an emotional state of mind and felt that I needed to put things into perspective but I found this difficult because I had experienced something similar in the past where I was not given opportunity to say goodbye to a student whom I had been working with for a number of years.  It was also difficult to arrange a formal meeting, before the complications concerning the virus, to discuss what went well as the nursery is so busy.  
On evaluation of the whole situation I understand how important it is to debrief, to have the opportunity to discuss any challenges and the benefits associated with doing this.  According to Fanning and Gaba (2007, p.116) “debriefing represents facilitated or guided reflection in the cycle of experiential learning” allowing one to bridge the gap between experiencing an event and making sense of it.  However, this was not feasible as the whole country was faced with a huge dilemma and dealing with far more difficulties than myself.    
From a positive perspective, the safety measures surrounding the virus that were put in place at the nursery, although they prevented me from completing my placement, were there to protect everyone, including myself, and everyone’s safety was clearly the most important consideration.  The nursery manager made a point of thanking me for all the help and support I had given to the staff and the children despite her obviously having a multitude of other concerns due to the lockdown and I fully appreciated her gratitude as overall the placement was a positive experience for me.  I did feel however, that as my placement was cut short, I had missed the opportunity to discuss my observations and debrief with the nursery manager which would have reconciled the closure that I felt I needed.   
For the future I need to remember that there may be many situations where I am unable to complete a task or activity owing to unforeseen circumstances.  The lockdown caused by the coronavirus gave me the opportunity to reflect on the whole experience over a longer period of time.  I recognised that reflection is, not only an important part of my learning but also, that I enjoyed it, as I feel that I gained a deeper understanding of my self-awareness.  Cottrell (2015) suggests that without self-awareness it would be difficult to maintain high levels of motivation and focus and therefore, this could impact on my personal performance.  It is important for me to remain motivated and focused in order for me to progress in my studies and achieve my goals.  This has made me think that a personal development plan (Cottrell, 2015) would help me to incorporate ways of addressing challenges such as the one I have discussed in this scenario.               
Overall, the whole placement experience and writing this assignment has been a positive experience for me.  Staff at the nursery were professional, polite, friendly and supportive and I learnt a lot from observing them interacting with children, parents and one another.  I felt it was a pleasant and nurturing environment for young children to develop.  Additionally, I have learnt a lot about myself and this has been empowering. 
The scenarios I have written about using Gibbs’ Model of Reflection have allowed me to look at the incidents in great detail and from different angles therefore, adding to my professional knowledge.  My reflection of the whole experience, including writing the assignment forced me to read and research academia to further understand the importance of reflection in child care settings.   
Reflective practice has helped me appreciate that stepping back from a situation, and putting space between myself and it so I can reflect on it less emotionally, often helps me find a more positive resolution that is less subjective.  My observations on how the children responded to the level 3 nursery assistant, has led me to also consider my own experiences as a student on an advocacy course.  Friere’s pedagogy of the oppressed (1993) would argue that children, and university students, need to be part of their own learning and not passive recipients of facts.  As an advocate it is important to move away from anti oppressive practice and promote empowerment in order for people to be agents of their own learning.  This experience has helped me appreciate the emphasis placed on my course with the inclusion of PowerPoint presentations, posters and videos and by actively engaging with the course content in this way, it has helped me embed my learning more effectively than passively listening in lectures.
The observations that I made of the nursery manager and her professional conduct made me critically consider my own conduct and I acknowledged that perhaps it was enough for me just 
to be aware of that and not to consider acting on it.  This is also an area where I need to think about developing my skills and competencies, especially as an advocacy student where in the future I could be involved with multi-agency settings and experience challenges associated with that.  My feelings around the lockdown created problems for me personally that I needed to put into perspective.  Having a longer period to reflect on that was productive in the sense that I had opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of my self-awareness.           
I have used Bloom’s taxonomy which was useful for me in facilitating deeper reflection particularly in this reflective assignment as it is applicable to teaching and learning environments.  As my placement was cut short because of the lockdown I did not have the opportunity to discuss my observations or debrief with the nursery manager but, there was more time for me to reflect on the whole experience and consider developing a Personal Development Plan to help me in the future.  It would also have been useful to share my own placement experience with my fellow students at university.  
It was good to be in an educational work setting again as I was able to use previous skills and knowledge that were transferable to this environment and therefore, this was a useful first experience as the setting was something I was familiar with.  However, in the future I would try and find work experience within a role that has a direct focus on advocacy in order to push the boundaries of my learning further and put me in situations that are less familiar to me.          
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