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[bookmark: _Toc1279710619]Introduction
In order to reflect on my experience in the placement I will use the Gibbs reflective cycle (Gibbs, 1988). Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle provides a structured, six‑stage approach that supports deeper learning from experience by guiding individuals through description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action planning. The University of Edinburgh’s Reflection Toolkit explains that the model encourages practitioners to move beyond recounting events by critically examining both emotional and practical elements of an experience, enabling more informed professional judgement (University of Edinburgh, 2023). 
My aim for this reflection is to focus on understanding my professional development during my experience at The Secret Bar & Kitchen in Swansea, a fast‑paced hospitality environment that requires strong communication, teamwork, and customer‑service skills. Using structured reflection allows me to identify the strengths I demonstrated, the challenges I faced, and the areas where I can continue to improve. By reflecting on my experiences at The Secret, I hope to build confidence in managing busy service periods, improve my ability to work effectively within a team, and strengthen my problem‑solving skills. These objectives are important for my future career aspirations because employers increasingly value reflective practitioners who can adapt, learn from experience, and demonstrate continuous professional growth (University of Cumbria, 2022). Developing these competencies will support my long‑term goal of progressing within the hospitality and tourism sector.
[bookmark: _Toc216630230]Element 1: Supply and Stock Management

During my time at The Secret, I was not directly involved in supply ordering or stock management, but I observed how essential these processes were for keeping the kitchen running smoothly. I often saw the head chef writing down what was needed and checking with the other chefs to make sure nothing important was missed. Stock was usually ordered every two days, which helped the team stay prepared for busy service periods. Milk was delivered daily from a local dairy near Swansea, arriving in bags, while most other food deliveries arrived every two to three days. The restaurant relied heavily on Castell Howell, a major Welsh food wholesaler that supplies many hospitality businesses across South Wales (Castell Howell, 2024). They also used another local supplier for cakes, supporting the business’s commitment to local sourcing. Observing this made me realise how crucial timely ordering is for preventing shortages, reducing stress, and maintaining consistent service quality. Industry guidance emphasises that good stock management helps control costs, reduce waste, and ensure the right ingredients are available at the right time. Seeing how carefully the chefs managed stock helped me understand how important organisation and communication are in a professional kitchen, which will be valuable for my future career, especially if I progress into management roles (Mcleod, 2025).
One of the stock tasks in the kitchen was ensuring that food was stored correctly and remained fresh. Although I was not responsible for ordering, I was involved in checking stock levels and monitoring the freshness of ingredients, which made me realise how important proper storage and handling are for maintaining food safety. Industry guidance emphasises that effective stock control depends on correct labelling, temperature monitoring, and consistent rotation to prevent waste and ensure ingredients remain safe for use (Caterer, 2024). At the restaurant, we overcame freshness challenges by printing use‑by labels for all food prepared in the back‑of‑house area and checking these labels regularly throughout the day. This system helped us identify items approaching their expiry dates and ensured that food was used in the correct order. I also learned that appropriate storage practices, such as maintaining correct fridge temperatures and separating raw and cooked foods, are essential for preventing contamination, a key requirement highlighted across the hospitality sector (Food Standards Agency, 2023). Through this experience, I developed a stronger understanding of how organisation, communication, and attention to detail contribute to high standards of food safety, all of which will be valuable for my future career in hospitality.




[bookmark: _Toc1156459861]Element 2: Meat Cooking Skills
During my placement at The Secret, I was not directly responsible for cooking meat, as my main role involved preparing baguettes and “on toast” dishes. However, I observed a range of meat‑cooking techniques that helped me understand how professional kitchens manage different cuts and cooking methods. Observing the chefs allowed me to link real practice with what the literature describes as essential skills for preparing and cooking meat, including understanding cuts, heat control, and safe handling (Institute of Commercial Management, 2026).
I noticed that steaks and burgers were cooked on the flat‑top grill, which aligns with industry standards for achieving even caramelisation and maintaining consistent temperatures across the surface. Chicken was cooked on a grill, using direct radiant heat to ensure thorough cooking and flavour development. Breakfast meats such as sausages and bacon were cooked in the oven, which supports batch cooking and even heat distribution, important for maintaining efficiency during busy service periods (Hulatt and Freitas, 2019).
I also observed the use of specialist equipment. The salamander grill was used for finishing dishes with high heat from above, while the rational oven supported multi‑mode cooking, combining steam and dry heat for precision and consistency, an approach widely used in professional kitchens to maintain quality and food safety. Although I did not operate these systems, I saw how they contributed to efficient workflow. Additionally, the kitchen used cook‑chill‑freeze methods for some items, a system described in culinary standards as essential for preserving food safely and extending shelf life while maintaining quality (Snyder and Mathews, 2026)
Reflecting on this experience, I recognise that I still need to develop practical skills in meat preparation, including trimming, portioning, and understanding different cuts, which are highlighted as core competencies in professional cooking standards (Institute of Commercial Management, 2026). I also need more hands‑on experience with cooking methods such as grilling, pan‑frying, and oven roasting, as well as confidence in using equipment like the Rational oven and salamander. 


[bookmark: _Toc1386648721]Element 3: Preparation and Plating Skills

During my placement at The Secret, I developed a clearer understanding of preparation and plating practices across the starters, mains, and pastry sections, even though my own responsibilities focused mainly on baguettes and “on toast” dishes (Price, 2025). Observing the chefs allowed me to understand the standards expected in a professional kitchen. I regularly watched the head chef finish plates by adding mixed leaves, seasoning, and sauces to enhance both flavour and visual appeal. This aligns with professional plating guidance, which emphasises balance, colour contrast, height, and thoughtful garnishing to create visually appealing dishes that enhance the dining experience (Robinson, 2025).
I did gain hands‑on experience with certain preparation tasks. One technique I particularly enjoyed was making the cheese sauce used for the cauliflower cheese served with the Sunday roast. This followed a classical method; creating a roux by cooking flour and butter together, gradually whisking in milk to form a smooth béchamel, and then adding grated cheese until melted, a process consistent with professional culinary standards. Literature on sauce production highlights the importance of correct thickening methods, such as using a roux, and controlled heat to achieve smooth, stable sauces, skills I aim to develop further (WebstaurantStore, 2022) I also prepared the cheese paste for Welsh rarebit, which involved mixing grated cheese with mustard, Worcestershire sauce, seasoning, and a small amount of liquid to create a spreadable mixture before grilling.
This experience has changed me by giving me a deeper appreciation for freshly prepared food and the skill involved in producing it consistently. I really enjoyed seeing dishes made from scratch rather than relying on microwaves, with items like burgers shaped from fresh meat and cooked properly on the flat top. Observing this helped me understand the level of organisation and focus required in a professional kitchen. It also made me more aware of the pressures chefs face, as high workloads, time constraints, and communication challenges are common in kitchen environments. Seeing how the team supported each other reinforced the importance of positive kitchen culture and good communication .I now pay more attention to technique, preparation, and teamwork, and I take more initiative than before. Overall, the experience has been positive and motivating, despite the natural stress that comes with hospitality work.
Reflecting on these experiences, I recognise that I still need to develop more advanced skills in plating, sauce‑making, and dessert preparation. Observing the chefs has motivated me to continue improving these skills as I progress in my hospitality career.

[bookmark: _Toc1143977933]Element 4: Reflections on Experience
[bookmark: _Int_7ZVbEyzp]Reflecting on my placement at The Secret has significantly changed my understanding of the hospitality industry, particularly the realities of back‑of‑housework. Before this experience, I knew kitchens were busy environments, but I had not fully appreciated how high‑pressure and physically demanding they can be. Research highlights that professional kitchens are often intense, high‑stress environments due to workload, time pressure, and the constant need for precision (Bella, 2024). Observing the team during busy services made me critically reflect on my earlier assumptions; I realised that kitchen work requires emotional resilience as well as technical skill. I also became aware that the head chef’s leadership style could be volatile at times, which aligns with industry findings that communication challenges and stress are common in commercial kitchens (Stress, 2026). 
One of the most valuable things I learned was how important it is to work with people who genuinely enjoy their job. The positive attitude of the kitchen team made the environment more enjoyable and contributed to a smoother workflow. Evaluating the way the chefs operated showed me how effective a well‑structured kitchen can be; everyone knew their section, understood their responsibilities, and could produce every dish on the menu without needing recipes. This reflects evidence that well‑organised kitchens reduce stress and improve performance (Escoffier, 2022). This refreshed my own knowledge of kitchen organisation and reminded me of techniques I had learned previously but had not used in a while.
This experience has changed me by increasing my confidence and helping me recognise the importance of being proactive and adaptable. I now pay more attention to how different roles connect within a team, and I have become more aware of the importance of communication during service. I also find myself taking more initiative, asking questions, and observing techniques more closely than before. Overall, the placement has strengthened my motivation to continue developing my skills and has given me a clearer, more realistic understanding of what it means to work professionally in the hospitality industry, especially given the wider challenges of stress and burnout reported across the sector (Taylor, 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc680697142]Element 5: Leading to the Future
My placement at The Secret has helped me clarify my future career aspirations by giving me a realistic understanding of what working in a professional kitchen involves. Seeing how the chefs operated confidently preparing dishes without recipes, managing time pressure, and maintaining high standards made me reflect on the level of skill and discipline required to progress in the industry. This aligns with industry guidance showing that modern chefs need a combination of technical ability, adaptability, and teamwork to succeed (The Chef Network, 2025).
The experience also helped me understand the different career paths available in hospitality. Observing the structure of the kitchen and the clear division of roles made me realise that there are many opportunities to grow, from commis chef to more senior positions, depending on the skills I develop over time (Skeet, 2026). This has encouraged me to think more seriously about building a long‑term career in the culinary sector.
My aspirations now include strengthening my technical skills, especially in areas I had limited exposure to during my placement, such as sauce‑making, meat cookery, and advanced plating. Industry resources emphasise the importance of mastering core culinary skills such as knife work, cooking methods, and flavour development to progress professionally (Culinary Agents, 2021). I also recognise the need to improve my confidence and speed in the kitchen, as these are essential for working effectively during busy services.
Finally, I have learned the importance of identifying my own skill gaps and seeking opportunities to improve them. Professional development tools in the hospitality sector highlight how recognising weaknesses and actively training to address them is key to career progression (Unilever Food Solutions, 2025). This has motivated me to continue learning, practising, and gaining experience so that I can move towards a role where I feel confident, capable, and ready to take on more responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc1587365172]Conclusion
In conclusion, this reflective portfolio has allowed me to consolidate the key learning experiences gained during my placement at The Secret. Throughout my time in the kitchen, I developed a stronger understanding of professional standards, teamwork, organisation, and the practical skills required to work effectively in a fast‑paced environment. I refreshed essential knowledge such as safe food handling, preparation techniques, and the importance of maintaining high levels of hygiene and efficiency, all of which align with recognised hospitality learning outcomes that emphasise safe practices, teamwork, and the preparation and presentation of dishes. 
Looking ahead, I will apply what I have learned by continuing to develop my technical skills, practising core cooking methods, and seeking further opportunities to gain hands‑on experience. This placement has strengthened my motivation to pursue a career in hospitality and has given me a clearer sense of direction for my future development.
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