Critically evaluate and systematically apply one of the following models of reflective practice to a learning, assessment or practice/employment issue This should include accompanying evidence of the reflective process undertaken

This assignment will look at the area of assumptions and how they impact on our professional and personal lives.  Assumptions are based on our values and beliefs and often dictate how we act in particular situations.  If we look up the word assumption in a basic dictionary we would find it defined as something that is accepted as true or certain to happen but is without proof (Bassett, B. 2016).  As professionals it is important to understand how our beliefs and values impact on our assumptions.  Without this form of critical reflection it is difficult for us to grow as professionals and can lead us to being very judgemental.  By reflecting on this we can become more open minded practitioners as well as be more creative in how we treat our patients.  There are several theories that this assignment will look at in relation to assumptions, but the key model that helps us understand how we reach these assumptions is Chris Argyris’ Ladder of inference.  This essay will critically evaluate this model alongside other theories such as single and double loop learning and advocacy and enquiry.  It will then go on to look at an event where this theory can be applied.  This event will be a situation from the past where assumptions were made based on beliefs and values.  To conclude it will look at how effective this model was and whether other models could have proved more effective.

Argyris’ Ladder of Inference is a theoretical ladder that takes us step by step from the initial observation of an event, through to the assumption made and finally the action taken. Argyris argues that the ladder starts with an event we observe, this could be how a colleague behaves in a meeting or how a client acts during a session.  The next stage is the selection of data, our brains receive so many messages during the day that we select the data we want or need at any given time.  We then add meaning to the data based on our current situation or past experiences.  These meanings can be negative or positive.  From there we make our assumptions and draw conclusions about the person or situation.  These conclusions become part of our beliefs or worldview and dictate our actions (Bassot, B. 2016).  Argyris states that there are two recursive loops that we take, the first one is from our beliefs back down to the data selection.  We tend to select data that mostly relates to our beliefs rather than the data that disputes it.  In other words we only see what we want to see.  The second loop goes from the top of the ladder (our action) to the bottom of the ladder.  This involves us taking action to seek more observable events that fit with our beliefs and previous experiences.  
  
The Ladder of Inference is a good example of Argyris and Schon’s double loop learning.  Argyris and Schon’s theory of single and double loop learning arise from their theory of action (Greenwood, Journal of advanced nursing, 1998).  Single loop learning looks at how we learn from a specific experience by analysing goals and strategies in relation to the outcome, whereas double loop learning digs deeper into analysing values, beliefs and assumptions. Single and double loop learning can be linked to many reflective practice models.  Several models such as Kolb’s experiential learning cycle and Gibbs reflective cycle can be described as single loop learning.  Unlike these models, the ladder of inference helps us look deeper into how our beliefs and values affect our experiences.  By challenging our beliefs and assumptions we can become more effective, open minded practitioners. Argyris does not want us to dismiss our beliefs though, he wants us to just be aware.  We cannot ignore our past experiences, beliefs and values as they make us who we are.  But it is important to understand that not everybody shares our beliefs and experiences, not everybody perceives the world in the same we do and not everybody thinks like we do.  For example a privileged middle class person is going to have very different views to a working class person.  Once we are able to see how our beliefs affect our actions we can become more understanding of how others might act differently.  The power of the ladder of inference is that it illustrates how often we speak in abstract terms without providing the data or evidence behind what we are thinking (Tompkins, T. 2001).
 
As well as in reflective practice the ladder of inference is also often used in organisational learning to improve the thinking process of managers.  The ladder of inference encourages managers to move further down the ladder and provide evidence for their thought processes. In organisational learning the ladder of inference model is often discussed alongside the advocacy and enquiry model.  The ladder itself explains how our assumptions are created and advocacy and enquiry explain how this can be avoided through good communication.  The ladder can also be used in therapy.  As well as understanding your own beliefs and how these impact how you deal with situations, the ladder of inference and advocacy and enquiry can be used to help a client.  If your client is giving you very generalised information that would fit in line with the top of the ladder, instead of assuming what they mean by these generalisations, a line of questions to dig deeper into their thought processes would encourage them to explore their thoughts as well as stop us jumping to conclusions about their thought process.  It is about picking apart the current lines of thinking to build them back up on a better foundation.

The difficulty with the ladder of inference is people being aware of their own thought processes.  There are situations when individuals are so intent on being right and everybody else being wrong that they immediately jump to the top of the ladder and do not take into account everything that led them to reach that point.  Being able to work back down the ladder for some people can be a good learning experience but for others can be a minefield.  It can be hard to accept mistakes you have made or looking at yourself in a way you are not willing to see.  A key example of this is taking on board only the negative comments you hear people making against you.  A great example of this is used in the Skilled Facilitator Fieldbook . Hank is talking to his manager Jim about his group’s work.  Jim tells Hank how hard his group has been working and what great work they’ve done but also states that one element of the work has been slowing them down and gives it to someone else.  Hank only hears the negative comments and immediately jumps up the ladder thinking his work isn’t good enough and being handed to someone else instead of hearing the positive comments  and how the manager is trying to alleviate some of the pressure they are under so they can carry on the good work (Schwarz. M, 2005).  Somebody with low self esteem would find it very difficult to take on board the positive comments and in doing so would not select this data in the process.  The ladder of inference could take longer to learn for some people than others.  In a large organisation this would need to be taken into account.  The ladder of inference also requires individuals to use an appropriate line of advocacy and enquiry.  Advocacy would require the individual to provide enough information and in the right manner for others to understand how they reached their conclusions without making them feel they are being dictated to.  Enquiry would need to be used very carefully to get the desired response.  If people feel threatened they will not respond in a positive manner.   Chris Argyris has contributed to many management learning tools using the methods of advocacy and enquiry along with the ladder of inference.  It can lead to much more productive organisations with everybody contributing to the success of the business and having open communication that Managers as well as their staff can learn from.  It is wise to be aware of the pitfalls though.

The incident I would like to talk about happened a couple of years ago.  At first I dismissed using this incident thinking it wasn’t me that made the incorrect assumptions but as I have thought of it in more depth I realised I made quite a few assumptions about the response I would get.  My son had gone over to my in laws after school with a friend, and while he was there my father in law really upset my son by making some nasty comments about our dog.  He was even more upset that my father in law had said these things in front of his friend.  My son was so distraught when I put him to bed that I promised him I would speak to them about it.  I discussed it with my husband as to what I should say, as my in laws don’t always react well to such comments and he was reluctant, but I decided to speak to my mother in law as I thought she would understand.  It turned out I had made quite a few incorrect assumptions and what happened after was extremely unpleasant.  She got extremely angry and proceeded to say some very nasty things.  I was so taken aback by her reaction I was at a loss as to what to say.  I tried to diffuse the situation but it just kept getting worse. After she went back home she told my father in law a completely different story and made up a lot of lies about me. The incident caused me a lot of stress and upset but maybe now using the ladder of inference I can dig deeper to understand how it all got so out of hand.  

Starting at the bottom of the ladder I see my distraught son and his version of what happened.  The data I selected from this was my knowledge of my father in law.  He can be quite rude, authoritarian and verbally aggressive, and I was already quite annoyed at how he had treated our new dog when he had come to our house previously.  He had displayed threatening behaviour towards our dog and caused quite a lot of distress.  This selection of data caused anger.  I also feel very protective of my children when they are upset which contributed to my anger at someone causing this upset.  Also in my selection of data was how my mother in law had treated her husband’s previous outbursts.  She’s always been protective over her own children and I thought she had been protective over mine, but had I missed something?  This led me to think that she would react as I would and say to my father in law that he had gone over the top and upset Jacob.  Looking back now there is a lot of data I chose to ignore and didn’t think relevant.  I ignored the data on how she had reacted previously when I got cross with my father in law in relation to the dog, this could be because now I was focused on the incident being in relation to my son instead.  In that incident she had automatically jumped to his defence.  I also ignored data on her behaviour towards me over the previous few months which had grown increasingly hostile.  All I was focusing on was making sure my son wasn’t upset like this again and having a discussion mother to mother.  The meaning I added to my data then led to my assumption that she would react the same way as me. If my husband had been responsible for upsetting someone, even accidentally, I would make sure he was aware and urge him to apologise.  My conclusion was that speaking to her was the best course of action to resolve the issue as long as I was careful what I said, believing that she would see things from my point of view.  Finally I took action and got a very different result to what I was expecting.  I feel that if I had selected data differently I would not have taken the same action.  My need to help my son caused me to block out any data that would have altered the action I wanted to take.  I think possibly I started at the wrong end of the ladder, I decided on a course of action and then selected the data that would best fit with that action.  I also realise that my mother in law is a closed person which makes it very difficult to make an informed decision.  Even now I don’t fully understand why she behaved the way she did, I can still only make assumptions.  I do realise though looking back that there was a lot more to her outburst than just that particular incident, as looking back at all the data missed helps me see what I didn’t then.  My mother in law is a very different person to me, with a very different thought process based on a very different belief system. We have both made incorrect assumptions based on lack of communication.  All attempts at fixing this communication have failed as I found she wasn’t open to communicating honestly. I understand that for some people sweeping things under the carpet is easier.  They would prefer to pretend things didn’t happen, but I find this is not a very healthy way of dealing with things.  In relation to advocacy and enquiry I feel it is also important to look at the type of communication during the incident and how this could have led to incorrect assumptions.  The type of communication will lead to an emotional response which in turn will affect the data selected and what meaning will be attached.  This again involves a certain amount of self awareness, as how a conversation looks in my head will look differently in someone else’s.  Was I accusatory or confrontational?  I thought I had been very careful how I phrased the issue but it could be that my mother in law heard it completely differently.  The fact that I was feeling defensive as to how my son was feeling, might have led to me to being more accusatory.  I was also nervous at the time knowing that my mother in law is very sensitive and in my opinion has a habit of overreacting. 

I found the ladder of inference very useful in analysing a situation where assumptions have led to conflict. In this particular incident there was a lot of emotion, but the ladder of inference helped keep the focus on what some of the real issues were.  It can be very difficult to sift through a very emotional experience.  I have previously analysed this incident using the Gibbs reflective cycle. I used Carl Rogers Person Centred Approach in the Analysis and the SARAH model in the action plan.  The two models looked at slightly different aspects, the Gibbs model looked more at the emotional side whereas the ladder of inference looked more at my own beliefs and thought process, which can also be led by emotion.  What both models showed was a lack of thought on my behalf, whether this was empathy, positive regard or appropriate data selection, the result was the same.  I feel that the ladder of inference helped me get more to the root of the problem though.  This is the difference between single and double loop learning.  Gibbs only helped me look at the incident itself and how I could have behaved differently.  This is extremely useful if you are in a similar incident again but not useful at understanding the root of the problem.  The ladder of inference helped me see how my beliefs and values lead me to act in this particular situation, which encourages deeper self awareness.  It allowed me to explore elements from the past that led to the incident which the Gibbs model did not.  In this respect the Gibbs model was quite frustrating only focusing on what was going on in the moment.  Without the history and data selection there is a lot of information missed out.  It also helped keep me focus on the relevant aspects rather than get carried away with the emotion.  

The ladder of inference helped me look at what data I had ignored and possibly why I had ignored it.  I had my end result in mind and instead of looking at all the options I worked at finding a way of reaching that end result.  The limitation would be that I still might not be aware of data I might have missed.  Could there be other aspects leading to my assumptions?  The ladder of inference is based on us being self aware, but what if there are aspects that I’m not aware of?  Earlier in this essay I looked at Hank’s issue of not hearing the positive comments from his boss.  If Hank is not aware of his inability to see the positive, he would not be in a position to use the ladder effectively.  Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham came up with a useful tool in the 1950s to improve self awareness called the Johari Window. The Johari Window shows we have four aspects, the one known to all, the one known to us but not others, the one known to others but not us and finally the aspect not known by others or us.  The Johari window highlights that there are aspects about ourselves we are not aware of and this will limit the effectiveness of using the ladder of inference.  I can look back at what data I selected or didn’t select and how I applied meaning but there could well be aspects that I missed due to a lack of self awareness.  The Johari Window would be a useful model to explore this incident further and improve self awareness.  There are aspects of my upbringing and life experiences that will have an impact on how I interpret situations.  These could be either positive or negative.  When looking at these models it is important to see the limitations and where other models could come in and help resolve these limitations.  Some of these limitations might only become evident through open communication.  This is where advocacy and enquiry works well alongside the ladder of inference. 

As discussed previously advocacy and enquiry were not used effectively during this incident.  This is a very important model to use alongside the ladder of inference when looking to reduce the risk of incorrect assumptions.  This is not possible when looking retrospectively but it is useful to see how they could have been used if a situation such as this one ever rose again.  Not only is it important to look at how we select data and allocate meaning, it is also important to analyse our own communication.  What would have also worked well alongside the ladder is active listening.  Active listening does not just involve listening to what the other person is saying, but also to what they are not saying through body language, tone of voice and so on.  I feel that if my mother in law had felt she was being truly listened to this would have also helped to stop the situation escalating.

To conclude the ladder of inference is a very useful model to use both in action and on action.  In action it encourages us to be aware how our own beliefs and values will mean us interpreting situations differently to others, whereas as on action it allows us to look back at how we may have jumped to incorrect assumptions.  The ladder of inference can be used by practitioners, as part of critical reflection, in a learning environment as well as a management tool.  It is often used alongside the advocacy and enquiry model which helps individuals avoid assumptions.  As a practitioner the ladder of inference can help us be less judgmental and more open minded.  It does not tell us to ignore our values and beliefs, it helps us understand how they differ from others and makes us more self aware.  In an organisation it encourages sharing of information and learning.  It teaches managers to be more open minded to other people’s ideas and to be clear on sharing reasoning behind their ideas so further assumptions are not created.  In reflection it helps us get to the root of the problem especially if the incident is particularly emotional.  It allows us to look back at the individual steps that led to a particular action whether it be positive or negative.  In a learning environment it encourages a sharing of ideas and open communication between teacher and student.  In relation to the incident discussed the ladder of inference showed how beliefs and values seriously affected the outcome of the situation and how a more positive outcome could have been achieved if different data had been selected.  Although the ladder of inference was very effective it also highlighted its own limitations.  The biggest limitation of the model is a requirement of self awareness, without this the practitioner or manager would not be able to look at the data collection objectively. The limitations helped us see how other theoretical models could be used alongside it to improve its effectiveness.  Advocacy and enquiry is a crucial model to be used alongside the ladder of inference as it reduces the risk of incorrect assumptions and promotes open communication, but there are other models that should also be considered.  Another model would be the Johari Window as this would help improve self awareness, and finally active listening would be crucial to fully take on board what is being said, or not said.
