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[bookmark: _GoBack]This essay will critically explore and analyse the use and importance of critical reflective practice. Exploring in depth two models of reflection to understand the how this enhances services provided for children and young families. Many models have been created to provide experts in a range of professional fields to follow a framework of reflection to manage and achieve successful quality provision (Nutbrown, et al., 2008). Throughout present day practice critical reflection is highly promoted within any education sector in-order to maximise all areas of children’s development. 
Reed and Canning (2010) state reflective practice occurs when a practitioner observes or participates in a situation. The process of reflection enables practitioners to expand and understand ways to improve or refine situations during or subsequently after a situation has arisen. In-order to provide high quality childcare it is essential for practitioners to understand the importance and use of the reflective process (Reed and Canning, 2010). Many different models of reflection can be operated as a tool to enhance quality provision for practitioners, both children and their families. 
“Reflective practice becomes a tool not only for enlightenment but also a tool for empowerment” (Reed and Canning 2010: 21). In addition to becoming a successful childcare practitioner it is essential to observe great practice such as staff within a childcare setting applying theoretical framework’s and model’s. This promotes and aid’s a practitioner’s ability to apply reflection to a variety of scenarios (Moon, 2008). 
Campbell et al,. (2004: 10) argue that the “reflective practitioner is definition a researcher, researching not just their own professional content but, crucially researching that context as they act within it”. It is highly important for professionals within early year settings to be clear of their own role and aware of other professionals on a multi-agency foundation (Trodd and Chivers, 2011). Multi-agency working provides a shared participation and reflective process which enables the best possible outcome for children within high quality provision settings.
Throughout present day practice it is evident to recognise reflection is a key element and requirement for any early year’s practitioners. Government guidelines and frameworks such as the Foundation Phase and National Literacy and Numeracy Framework all require practitioners to reflect by following strategic planning methods (DCELLS, 2015). All elements of planning require practitioners to evaluate each activity. This enables practitioners to develop deeper reflection once activities have been conducted to improve teaching methods (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). Reed and Canning (2012) state there has been substantial progress within early years curriculums to raise the bar for professional standards, government standards highlight that practitioner’s must be self-critical.
The study ‘Effective Provision of Pre-School Education Project’ funded by the government support the importance of having highly reflective practitioners (Department for Education, 2004). Throughout this project researchers explored the benefits of children receiving highly quality child care provision. In support of their findings they found that the more highly qualified staff, the more high-quality education was provided. Reflection of practice also played an influential role to the continuous change of teaching methods. They were also able to recognise the importance of providing a warm friendly environment for both parents, children and staff to work in partnership with one another (Department for Education, 2004).
Moon (2008) perceives reflection to be a vital skill set as part of professional practice enabling practitioners to develop critical thinking. Elder and Paul (2015) elucidate a six-stage theory to critical thinking divided into six stages. Firstly, ‘The Unreflective Thinker is the process of when a person lacks is completely unware of the purpose and importance of thinking. Stage two, ‘The Challenged Thinker’ when the individual becomes aware that problems may be caused due to lack of acknowledgement (Elder and Paul, 2015). Stage three, ‘The Beginning Thinker’ the process of when a practitioner is whiling to challenge their thinking process. 
Stage four ‘The Practising Thinker’ when they are fully aware of what needs to be done to develop their critical thinking skills. Stage five ‘The Advanced Thinker’ is the process of when an individual has established what is required to have good critical skills and beginning to understand depth of critical thinking. The final stage ‘The Accomplished Thinker’ have systematically understood the process of their own thinking, also taking into consideration other critical thinking strategies to improve personal knowledge and their thinking (Elder and Paul, 2015). These step by step processes can be applied to a practitioners critical thinking process. 
Influential theorists such as Schon (1983) although a dated piece of evidence has been highly significant to present day practice. Schon developed the theory of In-Action during an event and On-Action after an event has occurred where the practitioner is able to take into consideration theoretical knowledge (Gaynor, 2013). Both processes enable practitioners to decide next steps for future events (Miller et al., 2005). 
Donald Schon believes both concepts of reflection are highly beneficial to both practitioner’s children and their families (Veale, 2016). Schon’s first part of reflection known as ‘In-Action’ can be interpreted as learning by doing. Many theorists such as Friedrich Froebel support this statement ensuring practitioners are aware that learning by doing is a key element within child development (Giardiello, 2014). This can also support professional practice as practitioners need to experience various situations in-order to scaffold the learning process of their own personal development (Reed and Canning, 2010). 
In-Action requires the practitioner to have a vast skill set and the ability to think on the spot and apply knowledge of critical reflective thinking if possible (Bradford University, 2017). Critical skill sets enable practitioners to overcome challenges when dealing with children and the ability to keep them engaged throughout an activity or scenario (Charlesworth, 2005). 
In-action is the implicit process when a practitioner becomes aware of the experience, thinks about what to do next and acts immediately (Bassot, 2016). Within a childcare setting a practitioner is required to plan appropriately for every child’s individual need and interest whilst following current frameworks such as the Foundation Phase (DCELLS, 2015). In addition to this, the practitioner must provide a range of learning opportunities through continuous, enhanced and focused activities (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). A vital tool for practitioner’s is the use of observation techniques this can enhance how a practitioner plans for a child as it provides them within insights to their learning process (Drake, 2006).
For instance, a practitioner plans a small mathematical activity with the desirable outcome of linking objects according to their colour, shape and size using coloured baskets (DCELLS, 2015). The practitioner observes and recognises that one child is guessing, and decides to apply the child’s interest to the activity using coloured balls instead of various objects. This is the process of applying In-Action reflection and the ability to think on the spot and alter activities when needed (Bassot, 2016).  However, the child appears to not have the ability to recognise colour therefore the practitioner must apply a mother in depth reflection once the activity is finished known as On-Action (Schon, 1983). 
On-Action can then be applied to the scenario as the practitioner is able to consider theoretical perspectives to enhance and recognise any underlying problems. This process subsequently helps plan next steps to improve practice by applying theoretical knowledge (Reed and Canning, 2010). Schon’s model of reflection enables practitioners to review and analyse practice, such as preparing activities based solely on a child’s interest then introduce steps stated within frameworks (DCELLS, 2015). 
This can also enable practitioners to question if they delivered activities in the correct way for a child to understand, or if the aim was too high for a child’s development. Theorist such as Froebel suggest that at every stage within a child’s development they must not be expected to be older than they are (Giardiello, 2014).  By allowing a practitioner to reflect and gain knowledge of pioneers within early childhood education it can enhance their professional practice and performance (Nutbrown et al., 2008). 
An additional benefit of On-action reflection is it can allow practitioners to identify any problems that may not have been recognised by other’s. Such as within the numeracy colour activity a child may be guessing the colours as they are colour blind and this is something that hasn’t been identified yet. Early recognition of any development difficulties ultimately benefits a child’s future, this enables early intervention of various multi-agencies (Trodd and Chivers, 2011). This can also provide a positive impact on families as professionals within the early education sector can point parents in the right direction of support and advice. Studies suggest that if a child receives high quality early education and intervention they are more likely to succeed throughout education and life experiences (Nutbrown, 2012). Teaching Standards state reflective practice is a vital skill set that practitioners should acquire (DCELLS, 2011). Critical reflection not only enhances professional practice but enables positive outcomes for children and their families (Reed and Canning: 2010).  
An advantage of using Schon’s reflective model is that its time effective. Practitioners within present day practice are required to meet a vast number of academic targets which allows them with very little time to reflect (Paton, 2014). Many teachers are faced with working out of hours to complete all aspects of their job description (BBC, 2016). Schon’s model of reflection is beneficial to today’s work force. Donald Schon argues that his model of reflection provides practitioners with a natural level of reflection, rather than an in-depth reflection which can be described as an un-natural process (Loughran, 1996). 
Criticisms of Schon’s reflective model is that it does not provide practitioners with a deeper level of reflection (Loughran, 1996). This can be viewed as a limitation within Schon’s reflective model as many pioneers of early education promote the importance of reflective practice. Loughran (1996) states to become a critical thinker, a practitioner must fully understand deep models of reflection. By gaining additional theoretical knowledge of reflective practice this enables understanding of how to become a reflective practitioner. Without additional research a successful a practitioner is not able to reach their full potential (Loughran 1996). Also, when decision making during an In-Action process a practitioner’s own personal values and beliefs may affect a situation. By having the time to consider theoretical knowledge and perspectives a practitioner can then address situations fairly without personal beliefs and views becoming a disruption (Veale, 2016). 
An additional limitation of Schon’s reflective model when working with children and their families is that this model does not explore feelings. Pioneers throughout early childhood education stress the importance of the holistic and child-centred approach (Nutbrown et al., 2008). Without consideration of a child’s personal thoughts and feelings during a situation it may have a negative impact as decisions may not be solely based on the child (Reed and Canning 2010). 
Gibbs (1998) has been highly influential to models of critical reflection. It is evident to see the use of Gibb’s reflective cycle throughout present-day practice within child-centred settings. Gibbs perceives his model and as cycle, meaning a practitioner can go through each of the six stages to fully understand an event which will evidently enhance practice (Oxford Brookes University, no date). Stage one of the reflective cycle ‘description’ a practitioner begins to think in depth about what happened taking into consideration all aspects leading up to an event (Jasper, 2003). This enables critical reflection to analyse elements such as who, what and why (Jasper 2003). 
Critical reflection and evaluation of activities within early year settings is highly required within present day practice (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). The use of Gibbs model can enhance how a practitioner delivers various activities to the class (Veale, 2013). For instance, a practitioner has planned carefully for a group of children to create a dream catcher using natural resources promoting all areas of development (DCELLS, 2015). The resources are laid out within the classroom and children are encouraged to participate however, some children become disruptive throwing sticks and leaves, distracting many of the class members. Once this activity has finished a practitioner is able to apply deep reflection, and to understand why some children became disruptive (Jasper, 2003). 
The second stage of the process ‘feelings’ this enables the practitioner to understand how they felt about the activity and the responses applied (Bradford University, 2017). Thirdly good and bad points about the activity. The activity had been fully equipped for the children however there was no involvement for the children to collect resources themselves. 
The fourth stage ‘analysis’ enables practitioners to explore components in depth to make sense of why things did not go so well. Doherty and Hughes (2009) believe to scaffold a child’s learning they must be provided with the correct resources. This is a positive element to the scenario as the practitioner provided the children with a range of recourses. 
Knight (2011) stresses the importance of providing children with opportunities to collect natural resources. A practitioner may view the activity as well prepared, however throughout history theorists such as Froebel stress the importance of having a mixture of adult and child led based activities (Giardiello, 2014). In this case the practitioner hasn’t allowed active involvement which results in a negative aspect as children are more likely to lose concentration. 
Briggs and Davis (2014) state play is an influential technique to engage children within a range of activities. As part of the Gibbs reflection model it allows practitioners to gain knowledge of activities and how to promote involvement using the holistic approach. Once completing the analysis process of the Gibbs model the fifth part ‘conclusion’ is the process of gaining theoretical knowledge to base your judgement (Jasper, 2003). This provides practitioners with opportunities to enhance their practice by gaining knowledge of the planning cycle and allowing them to take a step back and enabling the activity to reach its full potential (Thomas and Lewis, 2016). This allows practitioners to reach the final stage of the reflective cycle and apply an action plan with all knowledge achieved to avoid certain scenarios from reoccurring (Jasper, 2013). 
An advantage to using Gibb’s reflective model with early year’s settings as it allows practitioners to view events holistically. Taking into consideration a person’s thoughts and feelings during and after an event which is a critical skill within early years (Veale, 2013). Tait (2016) states to aid a child to reach their full potential practitioners must understand their thoughts and feelings through engagement. 
Jasper (2003) states without detailed reflection it does not allow practitioners to consider all aspects of an event. Reed and Canning (2012) suggest without reflection no prodigious improvements can be made. Gibbs reflective cycle provides a vast number of benefits for any professionals wanting to enhance their practice in working with children and their families. 
Stanley (2015) states practitioners work load continues to grow with very little time to reflect. A limitation to use Gibb’s reflective model is time, although it provides an in-depth reflection, practitioners do not always have the time to reflect on their practice. Although a vital requirement set out by Teaching Standards (DCELLS, 2011). “Reflection on practice or learning by keeping a journal is a fundamentally dynamic rewarding process” (Bolton et al., 2001: 159). It is highly important that practitioners receive good role models in-order to understand the important of critical reflection and want to provide quality childcare provision. Mediocre provision can have a negative impact on both children and their families as key to engagement is making people feel valued (Tait, 2016). 
However, to overcome the limitation of time settings such as Pen Green Family Centre. Pen Green Family centre provide high quality provision to ensure the best possible outcomes are met for children and their families. The setting ensures this by setting aside time specifically for practitioner to reflect (Pen Green Centre, 2017). In-order to provide remarkable professional practice. 
Although deep reflection may be viewed as an unnatural process, there are many more benefits than limitations to each reflective model. Schon and Gibb’s have been highly influential to present day practice and promoting the importance of reflection within early year settings. Both models share the same goal to achieve quality childcare provision with the child at the heart of the process. This is not only beneficial to a child’s learning as they have practitioners who want to help children to thrive throughout the education process but also their families. If a parent feels their child is receiving high quality provision this enables them to learn new skills as parents to work in partnership to give their children a flying start in life (DCELLS, 2015). 
In conclusion to this essay it is evident to see the use of critical reflection throughout current curriculums, this plays an enormous part to the improvements of education early years education. Critical reflection has been defined as a way of being, in-order to achieve this state of mind practitioners must go through the process of In-action and On-action to become more self-critical (Bassot, 2016). When following the process of deep reflection, it allows practitioners to fully consider every aspect, values and ethical considerations. Practitioners must be driven to achieve the best possible outcome for every child. Reflective practice ultimately leads to high quality childcare provision by having the ability to adapt teaching methods to every child’s individual learning needs (Department for Education, 2004). Without reflective practice this will not enable substantial improvements (Reed and Canning, 2012). 
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