	
	
	



Reflection essay 
Introduction 
I wanted to do my work placement in a school environment that was also somewhere where I could get to experience some outdoor education. I reached out to one of the primary schools in the Pembrokeshire area and luckily the headteacher was very accommodating and allowed me to join the year five class. I went in once a week for the first few weeks then came back and joined on the year four forest school trip. I tried to join the year five trip, but weather meant it did not go ahead, so that was another day spent in the classroom. Most of my hours were done before easter so it was difficult to get outside as much as I and the class teacher would've like because of weather. But it was very useful to see how things were done in the classroom as most of my experience working with children before this was in a play setting and usually outdoors. So, getting the classroom experience was valuable as it builds on what experience I already have. This was especially useful given the previous learning I had done last year about the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022). 
In my focus statement I set out that the main things I wanted to gain from this work placement was; better time management and organisation, more classroom experience and come out of it with a better idea of where within education I would like to work in in future. I also highlighted that I wanted to get a better idea of how the curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) was being implemented, especially in the older year groups. 
I said in my focus statement that I wanted to go in with a focus on younger children, wellbeing and outdoor learning. This focus had to be shifted in terms of the age group, as that just did not happen to be where I was placed. I think this was better though, as I have already observed foundation phase lessons and because it’s so much more established than the new curriculum, I have seen more information on it. But being in a year five class I had less of an idea how they incorporated play, the outdoors, the new areas of learning or the four purposes (Welsh Government, 2022). So, seeing those things be put in place in an older year group was massively helpful. In terms of the focus on wellbeing, there was a high focus on it within the school generally, so I do think I met that goal and would say every day I was in school there was something that I learned or a new idea that I had not considered in terms of the children’s wellbeing and how the school managed that. I think keeping a focus on the outdoors was difficult. As much as the school did have a good attitude, there was not as much ‘incidental’ doing things outside as I first expected. I think the time period I was there made this difficult as I mentioned with the weather as well as teachers preferring to have more planned lessons if they happen outside. I enjoyed the time I spent at forest schools, but I wish I had maybe spoken up more and asked about seeing some lessons outside as I was a bit too go with the flow. 
I identified my weaknesses as planning and organisation but I think after going through the process I noticed another weakness was agreeing to things without thinking about whether it was contributing to what I went in with a focus of developing. For example, I think I would have liked to have seen some more PSHE lessons as the one I saw was helpful in seeing the range of topics and things that are discussed. I should have asked to see more but I didn’t feel confident enough to put my own needs first in that sense. 

Main body 
During my time at the school, I learned that there were some very specific strategies that my class teacher used to manage the differences of ability of the children in his class. I found this interesting as it was not something I had considered before. One of the strategies was what he called “modelling”; he used it in writing activities to allow all the children in the class regardless of ability to reach their potential. In an activity where they were writing a letter asking to be hired on a ship, he led them through by discussing what needed to be included; power of three, rhetorical question, personal attributes etc. He then with the class wrote his own on the board a few sentences at a time. This meant that children who were less able could copy down or slightly alter what was on the board but those on the other end still had the opportunity to completely change and write their own. The abilities in this class were very broad and I could see how easily the higher achieving children could be held back or the lower end could be left behind. However, with this strategy, that I witnessed multiple times almost every day I was there, it meant that whatever level a child was at they could achieve their potential. 
I spent a large amount of time in the class working with one child who had had some behavioral issues in the past and was a bit behind as a result. His behavior was not massively challenging, I mostly just had to keep him on task and remind him to get back to what we were doing. The process of learning what approach worked best with him and the class was similar to kolbs (1984) experiential learning cycle. For example, first going in I had the “concrete experience” (Kolb, 1984) of getting to grips with the class and I started to get an understanding of the children’s separate needs and little things that made each of them individuals. With the child I mentioned earlier I spent some time helping him with his work, specifically transcribing for him and I tried different ways that would keep his attention. To begin with I was doing a lot of prompting and reminding him when he looked as if his mind was wandering. However, I started to see that this was maybe not helpful for him, I thought maybe I was causing too much to be going on in his brain as he would almost go even more off track. So, I decided to try a different technique of simply being quiet, I thought maybe by sort of buying into his distractions and constantly telling him to stay on task I am distracting him more. I tested this concept, and it worked well, he was able to give me some great pieces of writing, by leaving him to collect his own thoughts he managed to come up with his own creative ideas. This was a learning curve as it gave me a huge appreciation that a child’s capability is not always as it appears. It would’ve been very easy to look at his book and say he writes maybe 2 lines of work for each activity but when someone is in the classroom who can write for him, he can come up with some beautiful and intelligent ideas. I now understand how important small alterations to make tasks more accessible are, seeing him be so proud of his work, which clearly wasn't something he was used to, has highlighted that point massively. 
I did a task with six of the students where, in pairs, they had to conduct a job interview as a potential candidate on one of Ernest Shackleton's expeditions. This was a lesson in managing behavior as I was filming one pair do an interview while the others were supposed to be quietly practicing. While one pair was being filmed one of the other pairs were talking and laughing loudly. They were behind me and out of my eyeline, so I had to stop the recording to tell them off. I wanted them to understand that I was more disappointed at how rude that was than the fact they weren't practicing as I wanted to get across that as a direct consequence of their actions the other group had to completely start again. The pair were not ones to cause trouble in the class and I got a strong impression that the behavior was a result of thinking they could get away with it because I was new. I learned from that experience that it is important, in that situation, to assert myself early on so that the children do not see that they can behave badly when I am running an activity. I also think maybe it would have been useful to more clearly state what I expected of the pairs not being interviewed beforehand, so instead of saying practice quietly, specifically saying I do not want to hear any messing around or silliness and if I have to stop anyone’s recording, I won’t be impressed. 
The second theme I came away from this experience was my experience of using the outdoors and forest schools in school. It was an interesting experience going to a school that preaches about the use of the outdoors and is a place teachers are sent to learn about that sort of thing. For context, I attended a primary school that I now realise was far ahead of its time in terms of the quality learning experiences outdoors all the way up to year six. So, going into this school I expected it to be similar if not better as surely considering I left primary school almost ten years ago it would be either at the same level or further ahead. This was a learning curve as the school does not actually do any forest schools during winter months, so, I got to see some outdoor activities but I had wrongly assumed that I would get to go to scheduled sessions that just were not happening. One thing that was interesting about the outdoor element of my time at the school was I learned about how the management and atmosphere changes outside compared to the classroom. Being outside the children had more responsibility on themselves to keep safe, for example, when they did forest schools there was a small stream, and the class teacher said it is up to you to keep yourselves safe and dry. I got to see them develop much more risk awareness and that was so useful for me personally as I think after seeing that and seeing how well children respond to being given that responsibility, it will be something I take into my future career. Even the children who maybe did come home a bit wet or slipped on a rock, they had learned not to push so far in future or maybe that they didn’t mind being wet the rest of the day so they could push a little bit further because it wasn’t something that bothered them. I think giving the children the opportunity to make their own mistakes gives them that chance to go through a really memorable experiential learning cycle like kolbs (1984), for example, they got to go to forest school and build a fire which is the concrete experience. They then could reflect on an experience where maybe they smothered the fire and it went out, or maybe they got a bit too close, they can take that learning into the next time they do an activity with a fire and test their theory of how to improve or mitigate and experience they had the first time. This learning about risk and personal safety is so important for children to develop and take forward into their lives, if they can control the risks and understand how to take safe risks, they may be less likely to take unnecessary risks into their teenage and adulthood (Gill, 2013). 
A big thing I learnt about on my placement was how important good overall wellbeing is for learning, the school had a strong focus on the whole child which is in line with article 29 of the United Nations rights of the child (United Nations, 1989). The school did a morning mile every morning after the register and at registration every child gave a score out of ten for how they felt that morning. Speaking to teachers, they felt it was important to encourage children to be aware of their feelings and helped them know where the students were at. If students had a lower than normal or unusual score for them, one of the teaching assistants knew to have a chat with them while they were walking around the track and figure out what was causing that. The children also gave a score after lunch at registration, the benefits of this demonstrated themselves one day after lunch when one child gave a normal score, then a few minutes later asked to change his score and said it was because he was feeling cross. It transpired he was frustrated at something that had happened at lunch and the person had said something which wound him up again. This situation could so easily have escalated but because he had that mechanism where he felt he could communicate that frustration, he felt listened to and the disagreement was resolved calmly. After speaking to one of the teachers, she said that not long ago he would have thrown a chair and run out of the class after something like that. 

Conclusion 
Gibbs cycle (Gibbs, 1988)
Overall, I spent most of my time at the school observing and helping in the classroom when I could. The actual practicalities of being in school every week meant I had to become more organised with my time in terms of getting work done around that or preparing meals to eat on the go. 
I got to know lots of the children quite well and this made the learning process in my opinion richer, as the longer I was there and the better I knew the children the more confident I became. As a result, I pushed my own boundaries more in terms of going outside my comfort zone. 
I think because I had to be much more focused on scheduling my life to fit in seven extra hours a week, I have learnt that I can be more organised than I thought. I also have learnt that as a person I function much better when I have things constantly moving and going on. It was a good amount of commitment as I still had enough time to do assignments and work part time. I think more could have become overwhelming but because I was always on the move it made me more motivated in other areas of my life and university. 
The experience was very positive, I think it was a good choice of school, despite less outdoor involvement than anticipated, as it was very structured and made it easy for me to slot in. I think I could have been better at communicating. I am a forgetful person and I want to become better at communicating that to people, so they understand my intention is never to ignore someone or leave them not knowing what I am doing. Since the goal of this experience was to gain professional experience and improve my personal weaknesses, I think I have been successful overall. I have observed and put into practice multiple teaching techniques, and I am now so much more confident in a classroom. My organisation and time management which I outlined previously were weaknesses of mine, I feel, have improved. 
In my opinion the reason the experience was successful is because; I genuinely enjoyed everything I was doing and I wanted to go every week and learn more (Insch, McIntyre, and Dawley 2008; Leonard and Insch 2005), I maintained a professional and appropriate manner, and I did not overcommit myself to do more than I had time for or was necessary. The only problem that emerged was towards the end of the placement I hadn’t anticipated how much my university work would build up so I did have to skip a few days that I had said I would go in. I probably should have looked more carefully before even starting at what else I would have going on as well. 
I am pleased with how the process went, I think I picked a good environment and I managed to keep motivated and organised enough that I got what I wanted to out of it. I think as I mentioned it may have gone smoother if I had better communicated. Next time I may just plan more before even starting the placement and think more about what I will do if, like what happened, I have to spend more time than I anticipated in other areas. But I do feel it has given me lots of ideas and skills and strengthened my ambitions to become a teacher. 
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