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Introduction: Embracing Growth Through Practical Endeavours
The hands-on experience gained during my placement has been invaluable, particularly through exposure to Michelin-starred restaurants, where I've witnessed firsthand the meticulous standards applied to beautifully plated dishes, contributing significantly to my learning and growth. Restaurants awarded a Michelin Star are recognised for their exceptional culinary offerings, assessed based on five key criteria: ingredient quality, flavour balance, culinary technique mastery, the chef's culinary expression and personality, and consistent performance across the menu and over time (Michelin Guide, 2022).
During my placement, I've been deeply impacted by the profound influence of hands-on learning, shaping my journey significantly. Each experience, whether navigating through challenging situations or celebrating accomplishments, has been pivotal in both my personal and professional growth. Reflecting on this journey, I've come to realize the transformative nature of hands-on learning in guiding my path. Furthermore, a placement provides individuals with a valuable opportunity to test a job and company firsthand, allowing them to assess alignment with their career aspirations, values, and work environment preferences before making lasting commitments (University of Manchester).
In the culinary industry, training encompasses not only teaching students how to complete tasks but also helping them develop the graduate capabilities required for contemporary work (Fleming et al., 2021). Additionally, certain skills are considered transferable, applicable across various industries and workplace cultures, further enhancing the value of my experience and skill set.
Element 1: Supply and Stock Management
In my experience as a Demi-Chef de Partie overseeing the back station, responsible for canapés and one of the starters, effective stock control has proven to be indispensable. As emphasised by Deveshwar and Modi (2013), maintaining a balance in inventory levels is critical to efficient operations, with excessive stock leading to increased costs and insufficient stock resulting in production delays and lower sales. 'Inventory' encompasses the total list and quantity of goods or products available in stock for sale, including the components essential for facilitating sales (Aro-Gordon and Gupte, 2016).
Drawing from Muller's insights (2019), I recognise the importance of having inventory readily available as a safeguard against unforeseen shifts in demand. While predicting exact needs can be challenging, especially in a dynamic culinary environment, meeting customer demands, and production deadlines remains imperative.
Accurately forecasting demand for canapés and starters throughout the week poses a notable challenge in my role. Despite having a set number of guests booked, unexpected arrivals or cancellations can occur, necessitating adjustments to stock levels. This presents a dilemma, as cancellations may result in excess inventory, while unexpected guests may lead to shortages.
To address this challenge, I have adopted a proactive approach of preparing canapés and starters as closely as possible to the expected number of guests. This strategy minimises the risk of running out of food or having excess stock, even in the face of cancellations or additional guests. Additionally, observing customer behaviour within the supply chain has proven invaluable in minimising unexpected shifts in demand.
Element 2: Meat Cooking Skills
During my time at the Beach House in Oxwich, I had the privilege of honing my skills in preparing lamb rib and loin, a culinary journey that amalgamated modern techniques with timeless traditions.
The process began with the precise art of sous vide cooking, a method I've grown to appreciate for its accuracy and its knack for enhancing the quality of ingredients. With the lamb securely sealed within vacuum-sealed pouches designed to withstand heat, we submerged it in a water bath set to a gentle 55 degrees Celsius, allowing it to bask for several hours. This sous vide approach, as detailed by Kathuria, Dhiman, and Attri (2022), preserves the lamb's cellular structure while amplifying its tenderness and succulence, traits I aimed to infuse into every mouthful.

Following its sous vide immersion, the lamb underwent a brief interlude in the Rational oven, a marvel of culinary technology lauded for its patented cooking intelligence. McSherry's insights (2023) into the Rational oven's prowess resonated with me as I witnessed firsthand its ability to uphold optimal temperatures, ensuring consistent cooking while minimising energy consumption—a testament to both its efficiency and environmental consciousness.  
But the real excitement came when we headed to the barbecue—an icon of basic cooking techniques combined with the allure of open flames. As I carefully laid the lamb over the crackling heat, I couldn't help but think about the lasting culinary tradition that barbecue represents, echoing thoughts shared by Deutsh and Elias (2014). The tempting sizzle and aroma enveloping the lamb vividly showcased the flavourful essence brought about by this straightforward cooking approach, marking a delightful conclusion to my culinary adventure. 
To accurately measure the temperature of food, it's advised to use a clean probe, inserting it into the centre or thickest part of the food, as recommended by the food standard agency.
Element 3: Preparation and Plating
In my role at the back station, which encompasses canapés and starters, meticulous mise en place is crucial. I diligently compile a list of ingredients the day before, ensuring that upon arrival the next day, I am fully prepared to tackle tasks efficiently. By organising all necessary ingredients at my station beforehand, I optimise workflow and minimise time wastage from unnecessary movement.
As highlighted by Schlegel et al. (2019), mise-en-place signifies that everything needed for a task is readily available and that all necessary preparation has been completed in a timely manner. It involves not only arranging ingredients and equipment but also understanding and adhering to the systems and procedures in place within a culinary environment.
As a newcomer in a restaurant setting, I encountered challenges with time management during preparation. Initially, it was difficult to complete tasks on schedule, but over time, I improved. Chef Hywel provided support by offering assistance and encouraging me to continue practicing, reassuring me that time management skills would develop with experience. 
The foundation of artistic expression in gastronomy lies in food design. Chefs play a crucial role in crafting visually stunning plate presentations, expressing their emotions and creativity through their culinary creations (Cifci et.al, 2023).
Chef Hywel highlighted one of my strengths is attention to detail, a quality paramount in plating dishes. The saying "We eat with our eyes first" emphasises the critical role of visual presentation in dining experiences. As my responsibility lies in presenting canapés and starters, I strive to ensure they are presented to the highest standard possible.
Plating food on attractive dishes is essential, as it sets the stage for a memorable meal. From selecting the right plate to arranging colours and ingredients thoughtfully, presentation significantly impacts how a dish is perceived and enjoyed by diners (Deroy,et al, 2014).
Here are the examples of the dishes I prepare and plate:
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Photo credit: Beach house Oxwich (Instagram)
Element 4: Reflections on Experience
Through this enriching experience, I've ventured into the captivating world of food and wine, uncovering new concepts and practices that have deepened my understanding and appreciation for culinary delights. Exploring the basics of wine, from varietals to tasting techniques, has opened my eyes to the intricate relationship between food and wine, transforming both my personal and professional journey. As I delved into the art of food and wine pairing, I realised the importance of considering the characteristics of a dish and how they interact with the flavours of a wine (WSET Global, 2020). This newfound knowledge has inspired me to approach food and wine matching thoughtfully, whether considering the objectives of a gathering or the preferences of diners (Harrington, 2017).
Moreover, I've been inspired by the insights of top chefs who recognise the impact of diner interactions on the dining experience. Understanding that the sequence in which elements are sampled can significantly influence perceptions, I've gained a deeper appreciation for the artistry behind crafting memorable culinary experiences (Spence et. al., 2017). This realization has had the greatest impact on me, as it has reshaped my approach to food presentation and sequencing, emphasizing the importance of creating cohesive and engaging dining experiences. As I continue to explore and refine my understanding of food and wine pairing, I'm driven by a passion to create harmonious and memorable dining experiences that delight the senses and elevate the enjoyment of both food and wine.

Element 5: Leading to the Future

During my placement, I assumed leadership of the back station alongside two other chefs, ensuring seamless service through effective task delegation and maintaining operational efficiency. As highlighted by Ulrich and Smallwood (2012), successful leadership extends beyond personal proficiency to nurturing future leaders within the team, a principle I applied in guiding and empowering my colleagues. Platow et al. (2015) underscore the importance of collective interactions in shaping leadership dynamics, emphasizing its significance in organisational contexts, which resonated with my experience of leading within a collaborative kitchen environment.
Moreover, I recognize the pivotal role of innovative leadership in shaping the work environment and driving organizational success, as emphasized by Araque and Weiss (2018). Drawing from my placement experiences, I have gained insights into the importance of setting the tone, fostering a culture of excellence, and guiding the process to achieve collective goals. Looking ahead, I aspire to be both a cooperative team member and a guiding force in the culinary sphere, leveraging my experiences to develop the requisite abilities for leading teams effectively.
To achieve these aspirations, I am committed to continuous learning, practice, and exposure to diverse culinary experiences, as Araque and Weiss (2018) suggest. Whether through formal education, culinary workshops, travel, or hands-on experience in professional kitchens, I am dedicated to expanding my culinary knowledge and honing my professional and interpersonal skills to navigate future challenges and establish my own café or restaurant successfully.


Conclusion:

In conclusion, my placement experience has been transformative, providing invaluable insights and skills that have reshaped my approach to the culinary industry. Exposure to Michelin-starred restaurants revealed the meticulous standards applied to culinary offerings and the importance of exemplary service in delivering exceptional hospitality experiences. Delving into wine and food pairing basics broadened my culinary horizons, deepening appreciation for the intricate relationship between flavours.
Reflecting on my learning experiences, I acknowledge the significance of effective stock management, meat cooking skills, preparation and plating techniques, and leadership in the culinary field. These elements equipped me with essential capabilities for contemporary work and fostered a commitment to continuous learning and growth.
Looking ahead, I aim to leverage my experiences to become a guiding force in the culinary sphere, fostering a culture of excellence and innovation. Dedicated to expanding culinary knowledge, honing skills, and establishing a successful café or restaurant, I draw from placement lessons to confidently navigate future challenges and contribute meaningfully to the industry.
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