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Using an appropriate model, critically reflect on your experiences whilst on placement. Your reflection should give a context for the placement and focus on at least three experiences in a way which demonstrates your ability to reflect effectively. 
For this assignment I will be applying Gibbs (1988) Reflective Model to analyse my experiences of reflective practice during work placement (Future Skills Award, 2020).
Description
As part of our Reflective Practitioner module we were required to seek a placement within a sector of our interest for a minimum of 30 hours of work-based placement. The purpose of this was to create an opportunity to reflect on my own practice and experience during the placement. My main interest is working with children, particularity those who receive alternative/holistic methods of learning such as in a Steiner School. Steiner or Waldolf Education introduce a holistic form of learning that is based around creative thinking, and a more holistic approach of education (Stehlik, 2019). My other area of interest in education is in pupils who have Special Educational Needs and Disabilities or SEND.  SEND relates to barriers that pupils may experience regarding learning and education; this can include sensory and physical disabilities, including communication difficulties that may impact on their ability to learn as their peers do (Wearmouth, 2016).
 I enquired if I could attend a placement in the local Steiner school Nant-Y-Cwm. The co-educational school admits boys and girls aged 3-14 years of age. Currently the school has 63 pupils attending: 46 pupils in the main school and 17 in kindergarten. The school states that around 8% of their students have SEND (Unknown, 2020). I contacted the Steiner school explaining that I was interested in their holistic method of teaching as my own family considered sending me there as a child due to my own difficulties learning in mainstream school. A visit was arranged to attend the school and it was very impressive to see located deep in the woods. It is a very quiet and secluded place. Unfortunately, whilst trying to arrange placement with the school they were not fast with communicating and they were closing for a long period over the winter holidays.  As much as I wished to have my placement in their setting, I did not hear back from them for quite some time. It was becoming increasingly difficult to begin 30 hours of placement and complete the work required by the time the school would be back in touch due to the long holidays.

 Following these events, I decided to contact my second choice of placement which was my daughter’s primary school, Narberth CP School, which welcomes pupils from ages 3-11 until they progress onto secondary school. The school takes children from age 3 in their nursery department and then following their 4th birthday, they are then introduced into the main school part time until the end of the first term and then they can start full time from the 2nd term (Narberth CP School, 2018). Narberth CP School has an estimated 329 pupils attending with an average of 11.2% of children entitled to free school meals (Estyn, 2016). After contacting the school, the Headteacher arranged volunteer and DBS check forms to be left at the reception for me to collect. I needed to have a new DBS certificate through the council’s more enhanced system. This is to prevent anyone unsuitable working with vulnerable groups and children to further support effective safeguarding (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2018). The Headteacher was very prompt in arranging a meeting with myself after my DBS check was cleared and was very interested in what I wished to gain from the experience. I explained that I wished to experience various age levels of learning but also that I was very interested in the SEND learning. The Headteacher was very excited that this was my area of interest and she identified an opportunity to assist supporting a group of 5 children with SEND.  The school recognises that pupils with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) have factors that may affect their learning experience and achievement, so the school aims to be flexible to support their needs. These children are arranged in a small group within the classroom with the rest of their peers and are supported by a teaching assistant (Narberth CP School, 2018). She thought it would suit my needs for observing and providing the children with extra support; we then agreed and arranged a day for the following week to begin my placement. The Headteacher explained to me that I would be helping the pupils with their literacy and numeracy skills. 
Feelings
My initial feelings towards finding a placement and completing the mandatory hours were both excitement and anxiety; this is since sometimes social interaction makes me nervous and I can become muddled when trying to have a conversation. This was especially in relation to working with children when there is a high expectancy of professionalism. I was worried whether I’d be confident enough going back to working with children. Following my meeting with the Headteacher, I felt much more confident as I have previous experience of working in a nursery setting. Although the children were older, I was excited to be helping them with their education. I feel that I presented myself well in both interviews with my placement and had prepared by asking relevant questions and seeking clarification if I was unsure of any information I was given. 
Evaluation
I should have inquired about my placement at my first chosen setting sooner than I did. Whilst the Steiner school were not prompt in planning, I take full responsibility for this. If I had acted more promptly and had been more prepared, I could have begun my placement there as soon as they reopened after Christmas. However, my interview at the Steiner school was an extremely pleasant experience.  One of the teachers there was a previous work colleague of mine and all the staff were very welcoming and keen to show someone around their school. The Steiner School pride themselves in their curriculum allowing children to learn using holistic teaching methods, allowing children to embrace their imagination in early childhood preparing them with clear and intellectual thought as they journey into adulthood (Nant-Y-Cwm Steiner School, 2020). I wish to keep lines of communication open as although I was not able to experience the placement there, their methods of teaching holistically, the educational community and child development outcomes differ to mainstream school are still of interest. For example, with Steiner learning, pupils have one teacher throughout their education as it is believed this represents the importance of the relationship (Woods and Woods, 2006).  Woods and Woods (2006) continue that the same subjects are taught in mainstream, but Steiner teaching encourages development through nature and use of traditional items such as a blackboard and frequent gardening to encourage natural development. 
 My interview at the primary school was very productive as I was honest with the Headteacher about what I was interested in. I was anxious regarding how I present myself as I have underlying health conditions, I took the opportunity to share them with her as I thought honesty was the best policy. She was very appreciative and happy to welcome me into the school. I believe explaining to her about my anxieties and what areas I was specifically interested in really helped my interview as she knew the right place for me to support the children and where support was most needed.  The thought of working with the children, especially the children with SEND, was both exciting and somewhat nerve-wracking for myself, as I had some anxiety from a previous experience when working with children. Unfortunately, I was bullied in the workplace by another staff member because of my characteristics which I believe contributed to my worrying feelings about attending this placement. Thompson and Thompson (2008) state that pressures can prevent us from adapting a thoughtful, reflective approach that normally enables us to draw on our professional knowledge base. I believe that I allowed the anxieties from a previous experience to impact on my ability to feel comfortable and confident going into this placement. Next time I need to adopt a more positive approach as stated by Thompson and Thompson (2008), as pressures can make us lose sight of who we really are and what impact we are having on a situation. In this case my anxiety made me forget that I am good at interacting with children and I am more than capable of doing so. 
Analysis
This first experience has made me recognise that I should be better prepared with my time management and planning in particular with much larger tasks like this placement as stated by Campbell and Svenson (1992) effective time management skills can increase performance. Brown (1991) suggests that prior to starting large tasks, arrange to do so well in advance of that task’s due date, breaking down the large task into smaller tasks with regular planning and scheduling, as distress can be caused with poor time management and planning.  I also need to keep personal anxieties and feelings aside and focus on what is happening during the moment. My main objective was to learn for my own work but also to help and teach the next generation which is satisfying and gives a sense of purpose. In future, following this experience I wish to focus on the positives of the situation and not dwell on past negative experiences. As I was there as an adult figure to the children, it was my responsibility to present myself with confident professionalism to show the school’s staff I am capable of working with the children that are in their care. Boxmodel (2020) states that the role of a teaching assistant requires the capability of supporting pupils with particular learning needs, working in either small groups one to one, as well as being willing to participate in additional training that may be required.
Conclusion
The most important thing I learnt through this experience is that I should have been prompter and more prepared. For example, if I had contacted the Steiner school much earlier than I initially did then I could have had my placement with them. I feel I did let them down with this since my time to begin placement became very strained and they were very welcoming and excited to have me in their setting. I also feel it was a missed opportunity for myself as I have been interested in Steiner schools and their holistic methods of teaching for some time as the children spend the majority of their time in much smaller classes with outdoor alternative learning that would have been a fantastic experience to be a part of (Stehlik, 2019). However, although that opportunity was missed, I was delighted with the result of where I was being placed in the primary school as another interest of mine regarding child development through education is children’s learning with SEN. 
Description
For the first day on my placement I was only able to stay for the morning from 9-12 o’clock due to an important hospital appointment. I had already notified the staff involved. Arriving in the class of years 3-4 there was another lady present who volunteers her time within the class to assist the group of  children in the class with SEN. Narberth CP School (2018) state that they have a number of volunteers, some being parents that attend extra health and safety courses to help the school. Any volunteers are welcome following a successful DBS check (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2018). I explained to the class volunteer that I would be volunteering on placement in the class to help the children and to observe; she kindly directed me to the table where five children with SEN were all sat together. As the class started, the teacher introduced me to the entire class which had 28 pupils in total. I took a seat at the table with the five children and said I would be there to help them with their work if they needed it. The teacher then began the first lesson which was maths. All the children had their own wipe board to figure out the math questions with the teacher. As the children on my table struggled with the subject, I made sure I went around the table with the other volunteer offering help to the children so they could understand and answer the question in their own time. Narberth CP School (2018) states that this is intervention referred to as Numeracy/Hamilton, where a volunteer will assist the children who have additional learning needs to understand and answer the question to the best of their abilities. Following the maths lesson, the children had a quick 30-minute break and then the class was split into 5 groups to all do separate various activities. I asked the volunteer if there was anything I could to do to help the children further and she said that the children would benefit from one to one reading time as they are rarely be provided with that. This is part of assisting the children with one to one time known as the Intervention Catch Up Literacy Programme (Narberth CP School, 2018). I was given a box of the children’s books each individual child was reading along with their reading logbook and a folder with the paperwork to track how much reading each child had done. I noticed from the logbooks that the children had not read for quite some time and asked them over one at a time if they would like to sit and read their book with me. I was able to do this until 12 o’clock which gave 5 pupils one to one reading time with me. Following this the volunteer asked me how many children took part in reading, I explained to her that 5 children came to read their books and 3 of them finished their books and began new ones. She was very impressed by this outcome and explained to me that the children can rarely have any one to one time. I asked her why this was due to the fact there were 5 children with SEN in the class and she explained that unfortunately there is no budget to support these children one to one although they really need it; the only one to one they have is when people like her or myself volunteer our time. As I was getting ready to leave the class, a group of the children came to me and asked if I would be there after lunch. I explained I had to go to an appointment, and they asked if I was coming back at all. I said I would be back the following week and they were very happy with that fact and one little girl even hugged me. I was unsure of how to respond to this due to physical contact policy under child safeguarding so I did not respond by hugging the girl back, but I did not dismiss her as I didn’t want to risk upsetting her in anyway. When the pupil stepped back after hugging me, I just said thank you. I informed the volunteer and the teacher before leaving that one of the pupils had hugged me, just to ensure they were aware of this, but no other action was taken to the best of my knowledge. The school has a Child Protection Link Governor who is responsible for ensuring child safeguarding and welfare standards are met through the school’s child safeguarding policy (Ward and Evans-Hughes, 2015). For the purpose of this work following this incident I researched if the school held a No Touch Policy however, I could find not find evidence of this as Narberth CP School does not appear to have this as a policy. 
Feelings
At first, I was very anxious about going into the class as it has been a couple of years since I was in such a busy childcare environment and of course when I was introduced to all the children all the attention was on myself. which in most circumstances leaves me feeling a little unconfident and shy; this is also linked to the previously mentioned negative experience. I soon felt much more settled when I was sat at my table with the five children. When the teacher began his lesson, all of the attention was now on him, but when the teacher announced that maths was the first lesson, I felt a little uneasy as I struggled myself a lot in school particularity with maths. Observing how the five children I was sat with responded to this soon eased me as I could see they needed help. I assessed the math problem the teacher presented and when I believed I knew how to assist with this I began going around the children one by one with the volunteer. I felt relieved that I was able to help the children at their own pace. Some of the children really struggled with the work and I felt very sympathetic about this as I struggled so much myself. Thompson and Thompson (2008) state that sympathy can be a potential barrier in reflective practice as you share the feelings of another, whereas empathy is recognising another’s feelings. Unlike empathy, sympathy can leave us vulnerable to emotions during reflective practice as sympathy means you feel how another person is feeling. For example, I was feeling sympathy at the start of the maths lesson as I didn’t understand right at the start of the lesson like the children. When I realised how to work out the math questions feelings of sympathy then turned to empathy as I recognised how the children felt rather than feeling how they felt. I am aware that I experienced these feelings when helping and observing the children due to my own experience trying to learn with difficulties as a child. I don’t believe these emotions were a barrier on my performance but actually made me more intent on helping as much as possible. However, I did take many feelings home with me from the experience. As the morning went on, I spent my time trying to get to know the children and felt I needed to offer my help whenever possible during my time with them. I found reading one to one with the children very satisfying as again I ensured they read at their own pace, at the best of their abilities and I only helped when it was needed. When it was coming to the end of morning lessons, I was feeling very satisfied and fulfilled that in just one morning I was able to help a select few children that can’t always have extra help consistently.  This made me reflect on my own experiences in education, wishing I had been able to have the help when I was feeling lost during schoolwork. After that morning something I took away with me was empathy because the volunteer told me the children can’t have one to one time that they need due to the school’s budget. This made me feel rather sad as school can be challenging for children who do not have SEN but for children who do, it is even more challenging on a daily basis.
Evaluation
I presented myself well considering I was extremely nervous beginning my first session at the school. I ensured I asked relevant questions for good practice in preparation for my placement so I knew exactly what I should doing (OCR, n.d.) such as is there anything specific they would like me to help them of the children with and explained that any note taking was for the purpose of my work with no reflection on themselves; I was just noting my observations and experiences. Holly (1989, p.14) states that keeping a log of chronicle events, facts and experiences to learn from experiences as well as a tool for analysis and introspection. I attempted to mask my nerves as best as I could, after all, the children I was placed with at the table all seemed just as nervous about the lesson as I was. I am normally quite a bubbly person, so I decided to just be my usual self and try to interact with the children. I found this was the best way to go about it as the children did not know me and I thought it best to offer help to the children that appeared to need it. However, I was cautious not to invade their space too much and to allow them to accept my help only if they wished to have it as I did not want them to feel uncomfortable. During the morning break I approached the volunteer regarding what I should do with the children for the rest of the morning which is when she explained to me that the children have books to read but unfortunately they do not have the opportunity to have someone to sit and read with them as often as they should. I mentioned to her that I did not mind doing that with the children if she was happy for me to do so. She was very pleased that I showed interest in this and I explained to her that I felt very lost as a child in the classroom. However, reading was always a safety net for me, and I thoroughly enjoyed it. I was hoping that this would give the children one to one quiet time away from the main lesson. This meant that they could read at their own pace with me assisting only when it was needed. The children were very excited at taking it in turn to do this. I think it was exciting for them to have someone new in the class who wanted to work with them. 
Analysis
From this experience I feel I learned that although as stated by Thompson and Thompson (2008) the feelings of sympathy can be an emotional barrier for professional practice. However, for myself and the way I function I believe this helped my experience with the children. Having had feelings of sympathy towards them as well as empathy, this was because of my own previous experience of being in the classroom.  I felt more at ease and comfortable with in the situation as I was there to help, meaning I forgot my own anxieties from initially entering the classroom. Normally when I am caught off guard unexpectedly, as I was in the situation where the girl in the class hugged me at the end of the lesson, I  get into a bit of a muddle and am unsure of what to do next. However, I remembered previous experience from working in childcare and am glad I took to initiative to let members of staff know about this encounter. Bolton (2010) states that our responsibility lies with us, that recognising and taking responsibility regarding our actions are a part of our reflexivity. It was interesting to witness how children with SEND were integrated within the rest of the class as previously stated there were 5 children within the class who required additional help, as the school stated they were placed together in a small group to be supported by in this case the volunteer and myself. Through research I have found myself a little confused as to what the volunteer disclosed to me that the children don’t receive additional one to one assistance unless someone steps in and volunteers. However, after recently researching Narberth CP Schools (2018) annual report between 2017-2018 there states there is an Additional Learning Needs grant and if such grant is still available it may be the case that there is not enough funding to provide additional one to one support for the children who are entitled to help. Grants such as the ALN Grant to ensure specialist staff can be continued in employment to provide support to pupils with SEND (Department for Education, 2020).
Conclusion
I enjoyed the experience of working with children with SEN and the structure of their learning by putting them into a group with a volunteer assisting with their work was very interesting to witness. I had no previous experience of this, and it was a very rewarding opportunity to be a part of it. I was surprised at how much new knowledge but also sympathetic feelings I took home with me from the experience of only one morning on my placement, especially due to the fact that a volunteer staff member disclosed to me that the children unfortunately don’t have as much help as they need. This was very apparent from what I observed while they were taking part in the intervention of numeracy and reading activities. This experience helped me to put aside and forget my own anxieties and focus solely on the children’s needs trying to support them with their learning, I was there not only to observe but to help and those select few children struggling brought out my more professional and caring feelings replacing any anxious or uncomfortable ones. I was naturally taken aback as to why the girl in the class hugged me and thought about what to do next. I did not wish to be dismissive of her so I’m glad I took initiative to notify the staff of this incident to ensure it was handled correctly. As previously stated, I took a lot of feelings away from the experience which I believe has provided me with more guidance and clarification on what I would like to work towards in the future regarding working with children.
Description 
Unfortunately, a matter of days after that first day of my placement the UK’s first case of Covid-19 was confirmed.  The World Health Organisation stated on February 28th, 2020 that Covid-19 was a serious public health risk which is highly contagious and quick to spread globally (Cascella et al., 2020). Due to this news and the risks it potentially presented I had to immediately remove my daughter from Narberth CP School as she is considered high risk due to her condition, which of course included removing myself from my placement at the school immediately. I ensured I immediately contacted the schools head mistress to make her aware of the situation and although schools were still open during this time, she was aware of my daughter’s condition and was completely understanding of me removing her from school.  She accepted that I could not then currently continue with my placement due to the potentially high risk to my daughter. Unfortunately, I was left rather disheartened as I had told the children in the class that I would be coming back that week and now due to the threat of Covid-19 I would not be attending school for the foreseeable future. I was concerned that some of the children that took to me maybe disappointed with this. I decided that when the worries of Covid-19 had calmed down I would continue to volunteer my time at the school to further assist the staff and children, as well to further learn and gain experience for myself. Holdsworth and Quinn (2010) state that volunteering in a formal setting provides the opportunity to reflect on your own professionalism in a voluntary sector, that the aim of volunteer work experience is to enhance further learning and development in the setting. 

Feelings
As previously stated, I had to leave my placement without being able to explain to the children in the class why I had to suddenly leave. This made me feel rather guilty and upset because I said to the children that I would be back the following week. I did express my feelings to the Headteacher about feeling guilty for the children as I said I would be back and she told me not to worry as it was beyond my control, which helped me to feel a little better about the situation. I then felt anxious as to how I would complete this piece of work since I had not completed the placement requirement of 30 hours in the setting. I contacted my tutor for the module who quickly advised me on how I could complete this work reflecting on the entire situation due to the Covid-19 outbreak. He advised that I could reflect on my experience finding my placement, any experience during placement and having to suddenly withdraw from my placement. This was all very reassuring to me as I worried, I would not be able to complete this piece of work. 
Evaluation 
A great amount of panic began within my household after it was revealed that Covid-19 was in the UK and I had to make a quick decision regarding safeguarding my daughter after receiving this news. I am glad I was quick to notify the Headteacher regarding my circumstances.  As I was still on placement, it was more professional and courteous to make her aware straight away that I could not come back to my placement at the school. I felt I needed to make her aware that I had told the children I would be returning that week and that I was feeling guilty that I was unable to fulfil what I had said. I did tell the Headteacher that when everything with Covid-19 had settled down, I would like to further volunteer my time later. Even though I will have finished the piece of work for my placement I found it very rewarding and fulfilling helping the children and am committed to spending more time there.
Analysis
This experience helped inform me what I would like to do to further my career in the future regarding working with children. In the future, I wish to work supporting children with SEND. I believe my feelings of sympathy and empathy having experienced struggle myself through education has helped to clarify this. As a result of this decision, I began researching career opportunities and training for working with children with SEND. In order to meet the criteria to teaching children with SEND is a postgraduate degree with teaching experience and participating in an apprenticeship or volunteer work in order to gain experience and connections working with children with SEND (National Careers Service, 2020). I have also learned that things that are out of my control need to be accepted and adapted. The Covid-19 outbreak prevented me from completing my placement and although I felt very guilty not being able to return when I said to the children I would, the Headteacher helped me overcome my feelings of guilt by reassuring me it was beyond my control which then helped me to accept this fact. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, this sudden change in circumstances has taught me a lot about myself in that I did feel a lot of sympathy and empathy towards the children with SEND I was working with. I feel my emotional side does allow me to reflect on the people around me allowing me to adapt to the situation. I am pleased that one of my first thoughts was to make sure I go back and volunteer at the setting as soon as it is safe to do so. The UK Government from June 1st 2020 is attempting to plan and introduce a phased return back to schools clarifying if they have enough staff and if it is possible to safely keep children safeguarded from risk of the virus in smaller groups (UK Government, 2020). As my daughter is classed as high risk, she received a shielding letter from the government which will be reviewed in August 2020 depending on the circumstances of Covid-19, I am unsure when I will be able to resume volunteering. It will be beneficial not only for myself gaining experience but also extra support I can provide to the children. The entire experience has provided me with much more clarification and guidance in relation to what I want to do and work towards in the future as I come to the end of my degree. 
Action Plan
As soon as it is safe and possible for me to do so, I will be arranging to return to the school to volunteer my help and support in order to further gain more experience and confidence in a professional education setting, working with children with SEND. I have been researching into further qualifications following the end of my degree and am considering a Level 4 Diploma in Special Educational Needs (Advanced) as the modules on this course focus on the specifics of SEN in depth. I am hoping to complete this diploma whilst volunteering my time at Narberth CP School and hoping to pursue a career as a learning support assistant or a SEN teacher to assist children with their education. 
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