[bookmark: _Int_ejFVr89y]BMPF7103: review of learning
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_aUOTUWlq]This review of learning considers the experiences that have influenced my knowledge, skills and behaviours over the course of my career. To fully explore how my past has informed my choices over a career spanning 30 years, I considered it important to include a small number of years where I worked outside of my main field of focus after leaving school. Reviewing the guidance in the module handbook to either follow a thematic or chronological approach, I have chosen chronological as the experiences build on each other over time and, on review, I have found that they inform the next stage in my development.
This review will consider how my lack of success at A-level study led to a brief period working in banking, subsequently returning to education as a mature student and then a 25-year career in education, culminating in my appointment as a chief executive officer (CEO).
It is important to include the initial stages of my career as they, on reflection, provided a perspective on my future development that I was unaware of at the time.
[bookmark: _Int_Vd81Gxa3]The review considers my learning as a result of failing to achieve my expected results on leaving school, the period of time spent in banking, my development as a person during my university years, time spent working internationally, the majority of my career to date working in the UK, and finally how this has informed my choice to work now as a self-employed consultant.
To provide a structure to my review, I have considered Learning by doing: a guide to teaching (Gibbs, 1988) which outlines the stages for a ’structured debriefing’, which are based on experiential learning cycle to encourage deeper reflection (Kolb, 1984). As I work through the various stages of my personal and professional journey, I will consider a description of the event/s, my feelings and reactions of the time, an evaluation of what I judge to be good and bad about the experiences, an analysis of what I really feel was happening at the time, provide conclusions and how this has informed my personal action plan as part of my doctoral studies.
In doing this, I will be conscious of the levels of reflective content required in an assignment at this level. Hatton and Smith, 1995 identified 4 levels in Reflection in teacher education: Towards definition and implementation. Whilst it is necessary to provide descriptive content, I will ensure this moves to providing evidence of deeper consideration in reflective thought. I will attempt to include dialogic reflection – at this stage, this is something I feel I have developed successfully as I have become more able to “step back” from the situation to provide a viewpoint that moves towards the final element of a critical reflection within my work.
This review will also consider the distinct levels of thinking processes identified by Bloom, Krathwohl and Masia, 1964. The hierarchical structure within this process is initially appealing as working in the education sector for so many years has ingrained within me a propensity to find hierarchical models such as this at least superficially appealing.
I am naturally inclined to question both myself and others, and would frequently be asking questions such as what, so what and now what? As part of ongoing professional development, I discovered the Driscoll model of reflection (1970) based on the three questions by Terry Borton. Interestingly, at the time in my career that I discovered this cycle, I felt oddly validated and shared the research with my colleagues. This in turn led to me extending my knowledge of work related to reflective cycles. Unfortunately, this came towards the latter end of my contracted work in education and, although having a positive impact at the time, did not fully inform the choices I had made earlier in my career.
[bookmark: _Int_V8HfRdDr]This led me to consider Broadwell (1974) who considers four stages of competence, which potentially leads to mastery. It is interesting to note how clearly the visual aspect of this concept charts my professional career, including an element of complacency when operating as an “expert” during the latter stages of my contracted work. I will go into that specific detail later in this review. Elements of this model may be compared to some aspects of the Johari window (1955). Although the Johari window looks specifically at self-awareness, it relates, for me, to the unconscious aspects defined by Broadwell.
[bookmark: _Int_CiiNyzvn]Within education, although that is not to say it is limited to education, as noted by Matthew Syed in Blackbox thinking, conscious and unconscious competence are elements I have now become aware of in myself and certainly can identify in not only the actions of individuals but in the education sector more widely.  (Alvesson and Spicer, 2016) discuss the concept of functional stupidity in The stupidity paradox: the power and pitfalls of functional stupidity at work. (“The Stupidity Paradox: The Power and Pitfalls of Functional Stupidity ...”) As part of my reflections for this review, and my reading as a result, I am gaining greater interest in the concept of functional stupidity and how and why this continues to underpin even the most basic operational aspects in the public sector. As a result, at this stage, this is going to play a significant part in the focus of my studies in part two.
[bookmark: _Int_PbCN1YNR]In Boud’s article Using journal writing to enhance reflective practice (2001), they discuss the importance of reflective practice and professional development and suggest that journal writing can be a useful tool to facilitate reflection. Boud explains that reflective practice involves a process of self-examination and critical reflection on one’s experiences with the aim being gaining new insights and improving practice. As reflective practice can be challenging, requiring individuals to step back and analyse their own actions, Boud feels journal writing can support this by providing a structured space for individuals to record their experiences, thoughts and feelings. Interestingly, Boud suggests that reflective journal writing can be particularly useful in professional contexts such as education. Boud goes on to discuss the importance of seeking feedback as part of the reflective process and that journal writing can be a way for individuals to gain feedback from themselves and from others. However, I do not feel journal writing is of particular use to me. For two reasons: firstly, the time it takes to complete a journal was something I did not feel I had during a career where I would regularly be working more than 90 hours in every week. Secondly, journal writing for me is an entirely “virtual” process where I can spend time reflecting in my own mind and working through issues internally and then seeking feedback from others when possible. I would put forward the point that journal writing does not therefore need to necessarily be produced in the physical but can be a process that is internalised yet still providing valuable outcomes.
Whilst still young, failing my A-levels had a profound impact and led to a period of considerable reflection, although, looking back, I would not say I was consciously aware of this. Considering Broadwell (1974), I had achieved an element of the expert with an unconscious level of competence, but lacked the maturity to see that I was slipping into complacency and slipped down the ladder to an advanced beginner when I realised my conscious incompetence.
Reflecting on this experience as part of this review took me to the Driscoll cycle and I now find myself reflecting on how I have been naturally inclined to ask ‘now what’ whenever I am faced with uncertainty. This has been a positive influence in me over the course of my career.
[bookmark: _Int_12mtLqhu][bookmark: _Int_kizvGJeJ][bookmark: _Int_wJZ4BMIl][bookmark: _Int_LtOqtsnN][bookmark: _Int_g1BIKevh][bookmark: _Int_pYD4Ak59]I grew up as part of a self-employed family. My family surname was well-known in a small town and my family owned several properties in the street we lived, this included the family business. Partially through the influence of this, I was fortunate to secure a job as a management development trainee in banking, attending college once a week to complete related financial qualifications. However, I did not apply myself to the studies, as I had experienced at school, I was not interested in the subject matter. This led to a reflection at the time and over subsequent years in my professional career, that not only did I need to apply myself to fulfil my own ambitions, but I needed to ensure that I was in an environment where I was stimulated, engaged and found value in what I was doing. Fredricks, Lounsberry and Gallagher (2013) in their article The role of engagement in inspiring, positive, developmental outcomes discuss the importance of engagement in fulfilling one’s potential. They define engagement as “the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, and passion, that individual shows when they are learning or working”, as a crucial component of optimal human functioning and development. They look specifically at education and show how engagement is associated with positive outcomes e.g. academic achievements, well-being and personal growth. They also discuss the importance of creating an environment to support engagement including opportunities for autonomy, mastery and relatedness.
This resonates with me and was something I worked to achieve both for myself, the pupils and for the staff I was responsible for in my later career. Taking part in this reflective process as part of this assignment has crystallised my awareness of how even these early aspects of my professional development have stayed with me, evolved and informed my practice. Turning again to Broadwell (1974), I find myself going around in a loop whilst looking at the graphic that is often used to help others visualise the concept. I can see myself being unconsciously competent, being aware that I am conscious of areas where I am incompetent, but only much more recently feeling that I am solidly and reliably staying at a level of conscious competence whilst, in a way, avoiding the level of unconscious competence and being defined as an “expert” as I think I am wary of falling into the “complacency area” and slipping again down the ladder.
Despite being in a comfortable position in terms of lifestyle, remuneration and opportunity for advancements, I was unable to consolidate the role I had within banking and followed my ambition to become a teacher. Remembering Hatton and Smith (1995) I am aware of the descriptive comments here and will engage with a dialogic reflection. With the benefit of hindsight, whilst writing this review, I genuinely feel that I was able, even at the age of 22, to step back from the position I found myself in as I can recall sitting in a particular branch of the bank stamping paperwork and almost stopping in my tracks to think if this was to be what I would do for the rest of my professional career. I vividly recall at that time thinking it was not. I also chose to attend a career advisor event in my hometown. This, on reflection, had the most profound impact on me. Through engaging with a professional and completing the career questionnaire provided, the results were startling. In fact, I recall the career advisor saying they had never seen a “squarer peg in a rounder hole”. The outcome of the questionnaire showed that the least likely role I would be happy in was anything where I was fixed to a desk and working in an office with anything related to finance. The most suitable role was education - anything to do with education. Following closely were roles that were in any way to do with the support of others e.g. medicine, policing, the fire service, and so on. Using tools like the career questionnaire made me realise the power of using diagnostics and the importance of reflecting and re-evaluating regularly.
I successfully enrolled in a four-year teaching degree and blossomed. I “fulfilled” everything that I had been told I was capable of by almost everyone I had ever met. However, it was my own journey that really fuelled my passion to engage with my studies. I became involved in various societies, being president of one of them, developed my love of music, including public performance at concerts, and appeared in the university yearbook to promote alternative routes into education being an independent and mature student. The element of needing to find ‘value’ in what I did was becoming a theme.
At this stage in my career journey, I did take on the role of “expert” and achieved the level of unconscious competence (Broadwell, 1974) that I have not replicated as many times as perhaps would be expected over subsequent years.
The most significant learning point during my university years was the importance of application. Matthew Syed in his book Bounce refers to the concept of “mastery” and specifically to his own context in the world of sport. I had benefited from the positive outcomes of regular and repeated application for many years as a pianist and sportsman. Whilst at university, albeit unconsciously, I now was linking this to my academic pursuits. In my final year, instead of playing more sport, I informed my sports coaches and peers that I was taking a break. I dedicated myself to full-time study for my final exams – I found value in what I was doing.
After the successful conclusion of my four years at university, I noticed that my friends were starting to become increasingly concerned about securing a job for the next academic year. However, I had noticed that international roles had been coming up far earlier than domestic. Reviewing this awareness now it becomes apparent that I was demonstrating a far more strategic level of thinking than I have given myself credit for. I was demonstrating unconscious competence at a time when my friends were finding the next steps stressful, time consuming and all-consuming. I made 2 applications to international schools, was offered a job at both and shortly before my final exams were over, I accepted an offer. I am consistently able to consider and apply this type of action within my personal and professional lives. Reviewing my career to date, I am gaining an appreciation of why I found so many conversations a challenge as the level of strategic thinking was working operationally and not horizon-scanning to take advantage of every opportunity available.
It was during my time overseas that I started to notice how those in education frequently described themselves variously as “open minded”, “growth mindset” and always looking to develop both themselves and others. However, I found then (and still do now in many ways) that most operated within what could be described as a vacuum. Sunstein (2017) in their article Echo chambers and epistemic bubbles discusses the concept of people becoming trapped in echo chambers where they are exposed only to information and opinions which confirm their existing beliefs. Sunstein also discusses the concept of epistemic bubbles – a particular point of note is that one of the perceived advantages of an epistemic bubble is that it provides emotional security. In other words, those in the bubbles see themselves as being correct in the way they think and believe as everything around them reinforces the feeling. This is of particular interest in education where emotional intelligence, popularised and brought into the mainstream by Goleman (1995) having first appeared in the 1960s, is commonly seen as being something highly valued in teachers. I have regularly heard colleagues describe that themselves as being empathetic and highly emotionally intelligent. However, I think this the potential to make those in education more susceptible to needing reassurance and reinforcement of their values and beliefs as they are sensitive to the thoughts and feelings of others and are inclined to seek out having their opinions and values affirmed.
This started a conscious, albeit consciously incompetent, internal dialogue where I found myself very confused with the narrowmindedness and often tunnel vision attitudes of those around me, who claimed to be quite the opposite. This led to an ongoing conflict which I felt at times felt caused a reasonable amount of stress. This never got to the level where it was having an adverse effect on me whilst working internationally but did lead to regular discussions with peers and some more challenging conversations with senior staff. I could not understand why educated and experienced senior leaders kept repeating the same routines and tasks, always under the heading of trying something new, when to me it was more of the same, perhaps with a different year group.
Fullan (1982, 1991) proposed that there are 4 general phases in the change process: initiation, implementation, continuation and outcome. Part of Fullan's work included the view that change is a journey and not a blueprint. Change means things are uncertain, you may experience negative outcomes as well as positive. I found that the longer I was in education, for many the empathy, emotional intelligence and skill set of a teacher which supported their ability to carry out their role effectively in a variety of ways, restricted them from fully embracing change and looking outside of their comfort zone for new and innovative ways to manage and lead organisations.
The time I spent overseas was incredibly fulfilling and enriching. However, a lack of engagement with ongoing professional development and investment in staff led to me reflect and I felt I was becoming de-skilled and outdated in the profession. This resulted in the decision to repatriate and return to the UK. This reflective process has continued to inform my strategic decisions i.e. Driscoll – what, so what, now what? Experiences earlier in my career led me to now start consciously considering how things might look in the near and more distant future. Horizon scanning was moving from a conscious to an unconscious competence as part of my leadership toolkit.
Returning to the UK, was an unusual experience for me. Following years of living in an environment where resources were plentiful, staff well-being in general was exceptionally good and attitudes of pupils to learning were positive with incredibly supportive parents/carers, the schools I worked in on a temporary basis whilst repatriating were challenging to say the least.
One thing became clear, despite the challenges I found myself highly motivated by the circumstances I was in. On reflection, the concept of finding value in what I was doing again is apparent. I am by far the most motivated when I feel what I am doing or engaged in has purpose and worth.
Over the years, I moved through the various leadership roles, including several headships, executive headship and the founding CEO of an academy trust. As part of the reflection process for this assignment, I have reconsidered the choices I made at the time, the limited knowledge I had in relation to any form of research relating to education and my interaction with colleagues The main take away from this reflection is that, whilst I do not regret anything that has happened as this has brought me to the place I find myself in today, I would have preferred to have had a greater depth and breadth of knowledge in relation to academic research, particularly in relation to the management of change, ethics and values-based leadership and my more recent interest in the concept of functional stupidity. I have also become increasingly aware of my need to ‘find value’.
I would say it was during the last five years (2014–2019) I found the most frustrating aspects in my professional career as an educator and leader. Over this time, I was fortunate enough to be supported through my organisation to work towards qualifying as a professional coach and mentor. This style of leadership has always been my most dominant, including the way in which I led my own classes whilst teaching. I now find this an interesting point to review, and I am excited about the prospect of finding about more as part of my ongoing studies.
At the time however, I found myself to be confused, frustrated and at times helpless in terms of how to best manage the organisations I was responsible for whilst operating within a system that I found to be so narrowminded. I visited the Department for Education (DfE) several times over the last two years of my career and frank conversations there reinforced my opinion that the institution itself was operating in a way that was not fit for purpose.
This in part supported my decision to step away from executive leadership in 2019 and set up my own business as a coach and consultant working predominantly in the education sector. Unfortunately, the first year saw the global pandemic take hold and work that I had planned disappeared. Fortunately, we had enough funds available to renovate the house we had bought and managed to live without unnecessary concern over income generation. On reflection, a blend of both conscious and unconscious competence was in place throughout this time. I was consciously aware that I would be able to take on a contracted role, for example teaching or leadership in education, to generate sufficient income to survive, whilst at the same time working on developing my own business. Being consciously aware of all the available options helped maintain positive wellbeing and supported a clear focus on next steps. Again, this is an aspect of my leadership style that had developed over time – an area that I feel would have benefited from being more aware of the research and studies available earlier in my career and a conscious awareness of needing to find value.
I consciously kept the reflective cycle of Driscoll in mind throughout this period and looking back I am happy to acknowledge that this was a deliberate decision. As a result of my experience, knowledge and personal background, I was able to manage a period of turbulence to achieve my aim. Several colleagues that were self-employed has advised me to ensure, as much as possible, I keep my sights set on my financial targets as part of my business without being tempted to accept a permanent contract as an easy option. Having seen various projects to fruition earlier in my career, I could call upon my experience to support me. Part of my action plan is to ensure I engage in regular and relevant reading to continue my personal learning journey.
[bookmark: _Int_5Ur74PO7]Self-employment has provided me with the opportunity to further reflect on my career and life to date. I am now in the fortunate position where engaging with a wide range of research is part of my job and my most recent challenge has been ensuring I have protected time in my diary to read, reflect and contribute content to my doctoral studies. A significant challenge as I try to consolidate the value of the course in relation to my investment.
I am in a very privileged position to be able to decide to be self-employed and have a supportive family and group of friends who have encouraged, challenged and kept my feet on the ground whilst I find my way. Fullan (1999) in Change forces: the sequel discusses the importance of recognising that educational change is a complex process. Overall, the point is made that change in such complex circumstances is not something to be controlled but to be guided. As part of the eight new lessons introduced in Change forces, Fullan points out that moral purpose is both complex and problematic. This resonates with me as my own moral purpose guided me to leave contracted work in education and move to a supportive, consultant role. 
My ambition now is to support current and aspiring leaders to ensure they are as knowledgeable, skilful and experienced as possible to best inform the decisions they make and the way in which they guide change.
This has led me to a particular interest in the concept of functional stupidity with particular emphasis on education and the public sector more generally. I am not yet clear on the exact focus on my ongoing research, but I am gaining confidence and enthusiasm about the journey ahead.
Conclusion
Carrying out this review of learning has given me time to reconsider my existing reflections on my career to date. Over the last few years, since becoming self-employed, I have enjoyed being able to spend time really reflecting, critically analysing and discussing my professional career with existing friends and new ones that have been made because of my work. It has also been a wonderful opportunity to work with colleagues already so experienced and knowledgeable in a wide range of subject matter and related research.
I feel very motivated to continue reading about what is, for me, the relatively new concept of functional stupidity and how that impacts the education sector. I have also moved to a conscious awareness of my need to find value and purpose in anything I am engaged in and look forward to exploring this further.
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