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Assessment One

Using an Appropriate Model of reflection explore your experience of your working practice.


Introduction:

My placement took place in two units within a local secondary education school. The units specialised in separate areas. The first was emotional and mental support, guidance, and education, offering students a place where they could be seen and treated as individuals from a mixed and traumatic backgrounds. The second unit was a school within the school, an educational sector separate from mainstream education, where children and younger adults with SpLD, Autism, and other neurodiversity needs could be educated in a semi-holistic and engaging way. I took these options for my placement as I saw them as a gateway to bettering my understanding of people from traumatic and troubled backgrounds and those with neurodiverse needs, as it aligns well with my chosen goal area for my degree pathway and my future work. 
Gibbs' (1988) reflective cycle is the model chosen for this assessment. This cycle is selected because of its adaptability and ease of use. The six stages within the cycle allow for a greater examination of events, actions, thoughts, and feelings (The University of Edinburgh, 2024). My placement lasted several days, spaced out over small blocks of several hours. Although my role was primarily observational, it did include some intermediary educational assistance and student interaction in various forms.


Reflection A.

Description:

The incident occurred towards the end of my initial fifteen hours within the internal unit of the educational complex where my placement was conducted. I had become well acquainted with a young individual in the unit. His bold and cheeky nature was endearing, and he had become quite attached to my presence within the unit. Through partial offering and conversations with a student, I was asked to assist them with their Welsh Baccalaureate work. The experience was notable, as the young man’s intelligence was far greater than appeared at first glance. The most oblique part was that his level of insight and vocabulary was extremely surprising, given his background and experiences. We spent almost two hours together discussing and researching his chosen area of work to create a small thousand-word presentation. I spent much time keeping his attention on the work, avoiding questions about my life and experiences with tactful linguistic side steps, and making sure to draw him back to the task without being overly harsh. The young man's bantering nature made it easier, as I could play into his friendly demeanour. This became a go-to method for keeping him on task and on track. The work was simple and manageable for me, but the system that the educational complex used was a challenge when the young student initially handed me the notepad laptop. The system was tied directly to the student's educational account, which was understandable. Still, it did leave a communication gap, although only momentarily, where I had to verbally guide him into logging me in as I was utterly unfamiliar with how that system worked. I offered him suggestions on verbiage, ideas on what to look up, what he would say and show, how to choose the correct images and how to cite them, although it was only in basic terms, not up to the university level, which was a small challenge. His language showed a deeper vocabulary than he had initially led me to believe. It was far more complex than his usual phrasing would have given a person cause to believe. Unfortunately, after this session with the young gentleman, I had to leave the unit and move on to the next section of my placement within another sector of the secondary education complex.




Feelings:

I felt a great sense of pride and accomplishment helping the young man with his work, ‘Pride is self-conscious emotion, meaning that its elicitation requires an evaluation of oneself in relation to a specific event’ Lewis, (2008) cited in Wubben et al. (2012, pp. 1085). It offered me a reflective look into my own experiences of education and how very few people had taken the time to sit down with a troubled ADHD child and walk them through sections of learning with a light-hearted tone. ‘Empathy is one component of teachers social-emotional characteristics that appears particularly relevant for the quality of teacher-student interactions’ Aldrup et al., (2022, pp. 1178). Taking this role with this student gave me great satisfaction and a feeling of accomplishment, but with it also came a sensation of envy and slight jealousy, which left me a little sad. ‘Although the two terms “envy” and “jealousy” can often be used interchangeably in English … there is increasing consensus that these two expressions refer to two distinct emotions’ D'Arms, (2017); Protasi, (2017) cited in Salice and Sanchez, (2018, pp 228). Furthermore, Salice and Sanchez (2018) go on to say that jealousy includes a correlation between multiple peoples, whereas envy can be confined to a pairing. It is in this that I can say that my feelings centred more on envy of the student’s overt assistance in education and emotional coaching within the unit, something I never fully received in my early educational life. I felt a deep sense of catharsis and internal levity. This brought out a sense of resolution to areas of my childhood and allowed me to reflect significantly on my notions of work and education. This idea of learned and endured trauma and a lowered educational process is supported by Katoka et al., (2012, pp. 119) who postulated the idea that, ‘students who have experienced a traumatic event are at increased risk for academic, social, and emotional problems as a result of these experiences’. This is further supported by Copeland et al., (2018) who conducted a longitudinal cohort study and concluded that childhood trauma directly impacts educational efforts and personal progression, they further posit that although common these trauma factors can be avoided in early life.



Evaluation:

I had yet to consider being a teacher or lecturer, but helping the younger person with his work opened my mind and made me consider it as a possible future vocation. This idea is illustrated by Bergmark et al., (2018, pp. 272) where they state, ‘Students having had negative previous experiences wanted to change the conditions and create a caring school for their future pupils.’ This could possibly be the root of my subsequent thinking as my own school life was far from ideal. In contrast to my own educational experience, I was very careful in the way I employed coaxing language, as I was cognisant of how it could reflect my own negative work and life experiences. Although undiagnosed, the boy displayed several key traits on the neurodiversity spectrum, all of which I used to adjust my approach and tone to better keep him on track with his work. This approach is expanded upon by Hmelo-Silver (2004, pp. 236) who postulated that ‘Problem-based approaches to learning have a long history. They are one of many instructional approaches that situate learning in a meaningful task, such as case-based instruction and project-based learning.’ The correlation between my former job and teaching the young man was highly overt. The methods I employed in my former role as a carer for disabled and autistic people to keep the service users focused played a crucial role in helping the younger person with his work; this thinking and methodology is supported by Castro-Kemp and Samuels (2022, pp 02) who citing Briggs, (1997) and Rapport, McWilliam, & Smith, (2004) postulated that,
It is well established that having professionals from different disciplines working together in provision services for children and young people with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) is the most effective approach to promote holistic development across life domains.
(Briggs, 1997; Rapport, McWilliam, & Smith, 2004 cited in Kemp and Samuels, 2022, pp. 02)

Despite my practical knowledge, one flaw in both my educational and working life, has been computers and technology. This was made all too clear by the tablet computers the students used so easily. Although it made the situation easier to manage, the software and tablet in no way alleviated my inability to negotiate the login and access systems, systems needed to use the document creator and other functions the younger person found so easy. This is illustrated by Adnan and Tondeur, (2018, pp. 1) who citing Ayegi and Voogt, (2011) and Drent and Meelissen, (2008) state, 
Technology has hugely impacted every aspect of life, with education no exception. Today, teachers are challenged with new ways of teaching in a digital age, incorporating technology effectively in educational settings. Yet, adoption of technology is largely affected by their ICT involvement in pre- /in-service teacher training programmes.
(Agyei & Voogt, 2011; Drent & Meelissen, 2008, cited in Adnan & Tondeur, 2018)

Exacerbating the overall problematic nature of the situation caused by my lack of skill with ICT, the most functionally challenging aspect was keeping the younger gentleman on task. His attention wandered readily, with him making cross-links and associations between things he read and his life. Korpershoek., et al (2020) puts forth the idea that, ‘school belonging is considered as independent variable and students motivational, social-emotional, behavioural, and academic achievement outcomes are considered as dependent variables.’ They go on to state that ‘having a sense of school belonging is perceived as a prerequisite for overall school functioning.’ We were constantly sidetracked onto what his father or uncle said, how his outlook was to work on a construction or job site, and no matter how I rephrased or redirected the conversation, his attention constantly wandered. This could be seen as a post Covid-19 response, where many students spent their formative and mid education life separated from their peers, surround by distractions and barriers that were never fully negotiated, and as such changes in teaching are needed. This is shown by Zhao and Watterston, (2021) who state;

The entire school is composed of adults and students, but students are the reason of existence for schools. Thus, schools and everything in the school environment should incorporate and serve the students, yet most schools do not have policies and processes that enable students to participate in making decisions about the school—the environment, the rules and regulations, the curriculum, the assessment, and the adults in the school.
(Zhao and Watterston, 2021, pp. 07)

He kept diverting to talk to those around us, finding it almost impossible to keep his attention fixed on what he was doing, despite me stating that it was vital for him to focus and keep his mind on what was in front of him. This was a hard line to negotiate as it became highly frustrating to keep him on track, especially when we took almost thirty minutes to analyse and reword a single paragraph of text. This could be tied to what was suspected ADHD, although the student was never formally tested, this idea is given credence by Arnold., et al (2015, pp 73) who states, ‘Cognitive skills, however, can be impaired by the core symptoms of ADHD: inattention, hyperactivity-impulsiveness, or a combination of these.’ Another key factor was other students who entered or left the room; they called out to him and drew his attention away from his work at best, and at worst, their jibes and peer teasing drew him away entirely and out of the room. Again, this ease of angering and lack of self-control can also be symptomatic of undiagnosed ADHD, as shown by Eccleston., et al (2019, pp. 125) who state that key behavioural actions of those with ADHD cover key areas of anger, ‘participants described expressing their emotions physically or verbally either through anger and frustration (e.g. aggression, violence or failing to comply), becoming tearful and upset, or from withdrawing from others or avoiding situations (e.g. procrastination)’

[bookmark: _Hlk164861691]Analysis:

Although I never considered teaching as a vocation, my actions when working with the young gentleman made me see the educational practice in a new light. A novel thought in the moment. This thinking directly correlates with the work of Loughran and Menter (2019, pp. 217) who postulate that, ‘In many ways, who a teacher educator is, and what the role entails, is influenced by the context in which the work occurs.’ Furthermore, employing my own past working experiences in the capacity I did, presented a set of unexpected challenges. I had to adapt in the moment, previously leading and basic terminology, replacing the simplistic tones and phrasing with terms and tone more appropriate to the student. This idea of language use is shown by Cushing (2021, pp. 322) who posits that, ‘Language ideologies can become so entrenched that they come to be seen as ‘natural’ or ‘commonsense’, masking the structural processes which work to create and perpetuate them.’ The terminology gave me a moment of pause and made me reflect upon what I had said and despite the fact no negativity was displayed, I realised it could have come across as condescending.
Although it was not strictly within my placement's purview, a brief explanation of software used by students within the school would have been beneficial to the fluidity of study. The time spent figuring out how the word processor and search functions worked was time that could have been redirected to helping the student rather than negotiating software access. These felt limitations with ICT are supported by Lawrence and Tar (2018) who state that ‘While ICT is changing teaching and learning for the better … literature shows that there are some impediments in adopting and integrating ICT in teaching and learning process.’ A key area that should have been considered is the environment as this proved to be a key issue. However, although the unit specialises in student assistance and support, the atmosphere could be more conducive to effective learning when a student can be so easily distracted by their peers. This need for a cohesive work environment is underpinned by Dornyei and Muir (2019) as shown here.
The quality of teaching and learning is entirely different depending on whether the classroom is characterized by a climate of trust and support or by a competitive, cutthroat atmosphere. If learners form cliques and subgroups that are hostile to each other and resist any cooperation, the overall climate will be stressful for teachers and students alike and learning effectiveness likely to plummet.
(Dornyei and Muir, 2019, pp. 721)
Furthermore, negotiating the animated conversations pulled out by either the wandering functions of his thinking or the students who entered and left, presented an unknown challenge as there was no warning or indication of when another interruption would occur. As such, counteracting those occurrences was a difficult challenge to negotiate, this is shown in the work of Arfin., et al, (2024, pp. 151) citing Emmasiegbu, (2022); Macharia et al., (2023) who postulate that ‘the classroom environment encompasses various elements such as physical layout, teacher-student interactions, instructional materials, and overall atmosphere, all of which significantly impact students' academic engagement and achievement’. The chattiness and animated conversations were easier to deal with, although they were just as disruptive as the ongoing entry and exit of students and people. Using specific open questions and diversions in a tone that led back to the work at hand was effective. A mixed-level approach would be utilised if called into the situation again, keeping a delineation between the chatty short-term friend and the academically helpful partial tutor. The level of camaraderie built up before the task was set down was, theoretically, a key component of why the student was so easily distracted. If a clear boundary was set down, and the student saw that, I was more a teacher than a friend, then more may have been accomplished, which is something that will inform future interactions of this type. The importance of this is shown by Ibrahim and Zaatari, (2020, pp. 384) ‘The teacher–student relationship is the most important relationship in the school context, and its nature should be highly affective, democratic, and supportive.’

Conclusions:

This experience taught me several key things. The first accrued experience was the role played by active listening, the ability to acutely hear and process what a person is saying rather than react to their tone and body language, supported by Spataro and Bloch (2018, pp. 169), who states, 'Active listening has long been identified as an important communication skill in all domains of life, including the workplace.' The second and most important experience throughout the event was patience. When I became agitated and anxious, I found myself utilising circular breathing techniques which I was shown by counsellors and settling into a newfound level of patience that I had not experienced since my working life. This became extremely important when the student became distracted or animated over something they remembered or when someone came into the room and drew their attention away from what we were supposed to be working on. This difficulty is highlighted clearly by Cicekci and Sadik, (2019, pp. 15) ‘it is impossible for an individual to be aware of and pay attention to everything at the same time.’
I also gained an appreciation for the practicalities of teaching, of breaking down things into an understandable and practical way that is more easily absorbed and understood. One of the appreciable things I would do differently if I could, is actively ask for a demonstration of the systems the students used. This proved a significant hurdle for myself and the student if the methods of keeping focus failed and he was absent long enough, the system would lock me out, which continued to be an ongoing problem. This is highlighted by Elgali and Kalman, (2010, pp. 281) ‘Despite the great promise of technologies, the challenge of effectively harnessing technologies to benefit learners, educators, and administrators is still great’.
A key skill that would be beneficial if this were a repeat experience would be an introductory course in formal teaching. Another would be a similar course or undertaking to teach those with SEN or SPLD to aid in communication. However, it remains unclear whether the student I helped had a formal diagnosis. Learned and personal experience indeed indicated the high probability of the presence of some form of neurodivergence. Korb., et al, (2019, pp. 156) asserts, that ADHD can be hard to diagnose and is subject to a rigorous diagnosis through specialised training. As such, an adjusted teaching method supported by additional training in autism and neurodiverse education methods would be highly beneficial. Upon reflection, one of the key actions that could have been taken was a slightly less friendly approach. Maintaining a somewhat more authoritarian stance helped to keep the student on track and accomplish more academically. It must be noted that I do not regret my stance as a more friendly and approachable person, as it worked well for the brief period it was employed. This is supported by Aishwarya, (2022) who opines that, ‘The possibilities and positives from a teacher-student friendship are truly endless ...’



Action plan:

As a result of learned experience, I will seek further training and education on methods of applied teaching, focusing on those with neurodiversity and on Specific Learning Difficulties and Special Educational Needs. This will be carried out alongside my degree track within the following year, through British Dyslexia Association (2024) and their webinar training. I will also seek further training on active listening. This could be through the Samaritans (2024) course in listening skills and further training in information technology through paid courses via Reed Courses (2024) so I can better help those I am tasked with supporting, especially if they have task-specific software. Again, this will be carried out alongside my degree track within the following year. This is prompted by the amount of time lost negotiating the education centres' specific software packages and screen layouts. Training and experience in these areas would have been key in developing a more substantial work result at the end of my time with the student.


Reflection B

Description:

This incident occurred at the beginning of the second half of my placement; I was transferred to a separate unit within the educational complex. It was a unit specifically designed for children and young people with Specific Learning Difficulties, Specific Educational Needs and various other neurodiverse and autistic needs and abilities. The unit was soft-focused and partly holistic, with a mixed abilities group and multiple ages within any classroom. I was initially put into a small classroom with a handful of students, at most six, not including educators. The few hours I was there were filled with small tasks and introductions, and I found myself the focus of one young individual. He was a young, nonverbal student with a very outgoing attitude. I later found out his brother was also a nonverbal student. The incident was simple. In my role, given to me by the young person as their interactive tutor, I was tasked with helping him decorate the classroom. A classmate of the children's was leaving the department and being placed with a more suitable teaching environment that could cater to that child’s particular needs. As such, the teaching staff had organised a going away party to make the student's departure and subsequent absence a positive rather than negative memory for the class and unit.

Feelings:

There was a small moment of trepidation when entering the classroom. This is reinforced by Carleton (2016, pp. 11) who imparts the standing that ‘Broad theoretical congruence across psychological disciplines suggests unknowns are inherently appraised as aversive.’ I felt a great sense of déjà vu when working with this young person. The familiarity between these actions and my previous vocation as a mental health worker and autism carer were many. Cleveland clinic (2024) suggests that ‘Déjà vu makes you feel like you’ve lived this moment before, even though that’s impossible.’ I had a sense of happiness from that familiarity, as I had worked with people like the young person. Still, I also felt a deep understanding of sadness as well, most of it centred on negative experiences with the companies I worked for, which diminished my overall experience with this individual. This is reinforced by Tyng., et al, (2017, pp. 1) who stipulate that ‘Emotion has a substantial influence on the cognitive processes in humans, including perception, attention, learning, memory, reasoning, and problem solving’ He was very easy to make laugh, which in turn made me take a profound measure of joy from the task, and the ease with which I was able to adapt my communication methods appeared to make him all the happier. This is corroborated by Gordon., et al (2011) whose study showed how the application of communication methods can positively affect a nonverbal autistic child.

Evaluation:

Overall, the outcome was positive, with the interaction between myself and the young person being reasonably smooth. There were moments when intervention was required by more experienced staff. The young man tended to ignore his communication aids to tease or confuse new people. This behaviour is reflected in the work of Hume., et al. (2014) who posit that, independence and autonomy in autistic adolescent people can manifest in many and varied ways, prompted or unprompted. This type of action is something I had a wealth of experience with, as it is a standard action with service users in an applied care setting, where in an exertion of autonomy, they seek to test carers or care providers and see how far they can push barriers, in efforts to communicate and this young man was no different in that regard. A supporting position can be found in Sutton., et al (2019, pp. 274) who posits that ‘students with autism who have difficulty initiating communication with, and responding to, their peers may be considerably disadvantaged in the classroom setting.’ Despite my experience, the intervention was given, and we settled into a routine that still largely ignored his communication aid. It became apparent that he wanted to maintain a question-and-reaction basis for his communication. I would pose simplified questions to him that could be answered through affirmative noises, a nod or shake of the head, and/or occasional pointing. This correlates to what Friston et al., (2020, pp 01) put forward with regard to the neurological processing of speech and hearing and how it relates to communication.
Speech recognition is a complex problem. The auditory system receives a continuous acoustic signal, and to understand the words that are spoken, it must parse a continuous signal into discrete words. (Friston et al., 2020, pp 01)

These actions garnered far greater response and interaction than having him type out every comment or thought into his tablet communicator. Reichel., et al. (2016) underscore this here, 
Nearly all learners engage in communication depending on how one defines it. Communicative intent involves the emission of an act that is intended to influence the behaviour of another individual by expressing a purpose for producing the act. (Reichel., et al. 2016, pp. 180)

This ease of communication opened several avenues of discourse between me and the young student and allowed me to engage his attention in other ways. This is stipulated by Malone and Lepper (1987, pp. 127), where they postulate that, ‘The will to learn is an intrinsic motive, one that finds both its source and its reward in its own exercise.’ It was through this that I found his love of humour and laughter. The ability to mix comedy and tertiary education with the task at hand, mirrored in a loosely defined way the actions I took with another student earlier in my placement.


Analysis:

One aspect that posed an instigating factor were the limited communication methods with the child, a common presenting characteristic of autism, as postulated by Chaing., et al, citing Lord and Bailey (2002) ‘Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by the early onset of impairments in reciprocal social interaction and communication and restricted repetitive behaviours or interests.’ Although it was quickly rectified, a prior indication of the communication needs before I was paired with the child would have been immensely beneficial. This is highlighted by Manser and Foster (2011) where they argue the need for better handover practices in patient care. This can be extrapolated to the non-medical fields where a person’s care and education relies on what is relayed and handed over to the next responsible person. The experimentation of communication methods prompted by my work experience delayed progression in the task given to my young compatriot and myself. Had this not been the case, furtherance in the decorative task could have been achieved and a far better result. Once more a cross profession support can be given, Morgan., et al (2020) affirms that,
Executed properly, the provision of meaningful feedback and learning support at the time of transition has the potential not only to enhance trainee well-being but also to improve patient safety. (Morgan., et al 2020, pp. 197.)

One point worth noting is the work around achieved by utilising my learned experience in the care sector, where I established skills in working around the limitations in communication placed on individuals with autism. These limitations are illuminated by Nasser (2002) cited by Alshurman and Alsreaa (2015) who communicate many established limitations,
Among the basic central disorders in autism children, which negatively affects in their development aspects and their social interaction are verbal communicative and non-verbal communicative disorders, represented in a clear disorder and weakness in non – verbal communication such as cues, facial expression and body language, as well as hand signs, eye communication in addition to poor communicative initiative.
(Nasser, 2002 cited in Alshurman and Alsreaa, 2015, pp. 33)

By doing so, I was able to overcome the truncated and slow methods of communication the young man was forced to use due to the way his autism manifested. Although outwardly, the questions may have seemed condescending, they were only oversimplified to allow him a chance to answer in a way that was easiest for him and allowed for a greater flow of work continuity and communication. This questioning style is corroborated by Maljaars., et al (2011, pp. 603) who assert that ‘Communicative intentions can be expressed in several ways, differing in quality from very primitive forms (such as pulling one’s hand) to more conventional forms (such as spoken language).’ This was measured against joy and laughter to ensure that he had a consistent enjoyment of the task we were both given. This is supported in part by the work of Zilli, Parsons and Kovshoff. (2019, pp. 771), where they stipulate that ‘To effectively support autistic pupils, school practices should be influenced by the views of the child or young person.’ Overall, the task was a simple one that I believe was designed to integrate my presence into the day’s tasks and routine and give me a chance to work with students more directly than I was tasked to, given that it was a formal classroom, unlike my previous placement location.




Conclusion:

There is little that needs to be done differently other than ingratiating myself with the class occupants quicker than I initially did, and following this with a faster resolution to the communication misstep with the student with whom I was working. This communication issue could have been avoided if I had not second-guessed my initial reaction and trusted my lived work experience.

Action plan:

If I were placed in this situation again, several factors would need to be improved upon, one would be additional training in the use of communication aids and alternative communication with children with autism, this can be achieved independently via online courses such as those provided by PACT (2024) or additionally Liberator (2024). Additionally, training in alternative communication methods would be of immense benefit, methods such as Makaton and sign language, as provided by Sense (2024). Another improvement that could be made is endeavouring to get to know the students sooner and lean more on my previous training from within the care sector.
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