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Reflection is something we do daily, whether it be something as simple as reflecting on
how our sleep went or a recent interaction we have had. The University of Cambridge
(no date) suggest that this is exactly what reflection is; and that it does not need to be a
formal, documented reflection for it to offer value to our reflective self.

There is a slight difference in reflection and reflective practice. Schon (2007, cited in
Hallet, 2013, p.29) describes the notion of reflective practice as how professionals think
about their work. This is done through two distinct reflection processes: reflection in
practice and reflection on practice. Reflection in practice involves thinking about what
you are doing while you are doing it instead of reflecting on your work after the fact; this
is considered reflection on practice. Reflecting in each of these processes gives the
practitioner the skills and knowledge needed to further develop, alter and change the
provision for the children (Hallet, 2013).

In contrast to Schon, Zwozdiak-Myers (2023) suggests that instead of reflecting on your
practice, you reflect on yourself as a person and that if you engage in critical self-
reflection, this can have a positive impact on your own professional growth and
development, thus helping you have a more considered response to happenings within
your practice.



Reflective practice can have many meanings within different sectors, but within early
years, it is said to provide children and their families with higher-quality experiences
(Hallet, 2013). According to The Welsh Governments Early Childhood play, learning and
care: reflective practice toolkit, the importance of reflective practice is essential in
supporting our Childrens care and development. They go on to say that it helps support
our knowledge and understanding, identifies any gaps within our provision and allows
us to share our professional expertise with others.



Thompson (2021) believes critical reflection may help us question previously held
beliefs and aid us in unpicking the how and why of how we do things the way that we do
them. It is a valuable developmental tool that could help us manage and change our
responses to situations that happen within our settings.

However, Thompson and Thompson (2023) argue that reflective practice involves more
than just pausing for thought. Instead, they believe that connections ought to be made
between the thinking and the doing, to understand what we are doing and the outcome
we would like from doing it differently. This deeper level of reflection can not only help
enhance our understanding but could also lead to more meaningful changes within our
provision.



The theory of reflective practice was first introduced in 1933 by John Dewey, who said
“we do not learn from experience. We learn from reflecting on experience” (Dewey
1933, cited in Dewey online...) He thought that our experiences help mould us and when
we reflect on those experiences, we start the process of development. Dewey (1933)
add ref also believed the prospect of reflection became available when we found
ourselves feeling confused or worried about events that had happened. The scenarios
gave us opportunity to persistently contemplate and apply reasoned thinking to alter



the outcome and overcome any issues identified from said reflection. His
understanding of the purpose of reflection was to support and develop the knowledge
and ability needed for teaching.

Later, more theorists would use Dewey's original theory as the first building block for
their own research. Like, Schon who as previously mentioned believed in the reflection
on and in practice and the likes of Gibbs (1988), who offers a six-step cycle of
framework that can be used to reflect upon repeated experiences (University of
Edinburgh, 2020).

Another well-known theorist on reflection is David Kolb who said, “Learning is the
process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb,
1984, p. 38). He suggested that in order to gain inspiration for new developments, we
first need to have experience in which we can reflect upon (McLeod, 2024).



This essay aims to recognise the importance of various aspects of professional
practice and explore why they are significant when meeting the individual and inclusive
needs of a child. Educators Wales (2024) describe professional standards as ‘having the
skills, knowledge and behaviours that exemplify excellent practice and support
professional development’. This will be explored further.

The concept of professionalism within the early years sector has always had blurred
parameters, and different people have varied opinions of what it means to be a
professional in the early years workplace. Yeo, (2012) suggests professionalism is a
‘state of mind’, and that it is an attitude that one adorns for their role. However,
according to Wilkinson, (2012) professionalism consists of a series of fundamental
elements: integrity, honesty and respect, to name just a few.

Unlike those who practice medicine or law, the early childhood profession has not
always been considered as a professional sector. Dyer, (2018) explored the changes
being made to the professionalisation of the early years workforce. Changes imposed
such as a differing policy that ensures all early years practitioners could have access to
degree-level qualifications, thus, becoming what is considered ‘more professional’. But
according to Chalke (2013, cited in Dyer, 2018, p. 350) it is emotional engagement that
is the key aspect of practice for the early years practitioners. Although, this is argued
against by Taggart, (2014, Dyer, 2018, p. 353) who says rather than practitioners being
viewed as just a ‘step-in’ parent, they should be conveying care as part of their core
ethical attitudes.

However, professionalism within the early years is worthless unless supported by
practitioners who hold strong values. Although, this could be particularly difficult given
the fact that everyone has different values that they hold at various levels of importance
and the inconsistencies in these values may cause some challenges within the early
years practice. The Early Years Foundation Stage Statutory Framework (2024) suggests
practitioners should be respectful, have integrity and honesty and, provide positive
relationships in an enabling environment that’s supports equality and inclusivity.

Bronfenbrenner (1977) theorised that children have five stages that impact their
development and that teachers and the classroom are part of the first stage known as
the microsystem. This could be especially important when considering the values of the
practitioners, as it is the practitioners, and their values could contribute to shaping a
child. For example, if a practitioner models respect and honesty, this will have a positive



impact on help building an honest and respectful child. However, issues arise when the
individuals within the microsystem have different values; one practitioner could be an
advocate for inclusivity, wanting all children regardless of ability, ethnicity or
background to have equal opportunities as others. However, if a fellow practitioner has
a different standpoint on this, it could cause problems within the setting in regard to the
continuity of care.

When we think about the continuity of care a child receives and reflect on the number of
people a child interacts with daily to receive this care, the list is vast. This could be why
Peyton (2017) suggests that children flourish when everyone who attends to their needs
does so with a consistent approach, whether that be providing a healthy diet, respecting
their boundaries, demonstrating healthy values or teaching them their colours.
Nonetheless, it can be somewhat challenging to support consistent methods between
home and the child's learning setting, but with effective communication with those
involved with the child, it can be achievable. The Department for Education (2024)
supports this by explaining that involving parents and carers in their children’s learning
is the most important element in facilitating children, regardless of their upbringing, to
do better. Not only this but regular collaboration with parents and carers is a focal point
within the early year’s foundation stage. This could explain why more recently, many
settings are utilising digital sharing platforms to aid communications with the child's
caregiver ref this can be an effective way to ensure messages are received and
understood, helping support the continuity of care. However, this approach does have
its limitations and is not entirely inclusive. For example, a caregiver who is blind, or
lacks the ability to read, or maybe does not have access to the internet, would find it
almost impossible to obtain that information. Instead, in person talks between the
child’s key person and caregiver could help support those who meet the
communication barriers that could come from the digital platforms. There are also
other barriers to communication that arise within school. According to Ozmen et al.
(2016) these include the children’s families and environmental factors but can also be a
biproduct of the schools’ lack of resources and the practitioners’ own levels of
professional development.

When exploring the professional development of practitioners, there are certain aspects
of their development that are of utmost importance. One of these is their knowledge of
safeguarding. Wales safeguarding procedures, (2021) state that safeguarding is
everybody’s responsibility and being aware of the signs of neglect and abuse are vital in
ensuring child protection. Practitioners need to be aware to what constitutes as signs of
abuse or neglect. Some possible signs of abuse include, but not limited to changes in
behaviours and eating habits, self-harming, bruising in places you would not expect



someone to bruise, or even running away from home The NSPCC (2020). Practitioners
must be fully aware of the safeguarding policies and procedures, if they are not aware of
this, it would be impossible for them to appropriately safeguard a child.

Safeguarding is just one area, because without appropriate understanding and
knowledge of all corners of the role, it is possible children would not reach their full
potential. For example, according to NAEYC (2020), having in-depth knowledge of child
development will help support a practitioner in delivering age-appropriate activities to
further support their learning. It will also give them the knowledge required to recognise
any developmental milestones that may not be being met. Another area of
understanding that is dominant in the Early Years workforce is the ability to ‘think on
your feet’, this is like Schons (2007) ‘reflection in practice’ theory. Early years settings
can be stressful and sometimes hit crisis, this could be due issues arising with staff or
children, butitis how the practitioner deals with these challenges and manages the
risk, that is important. Birth to 5 matter (2020) suggests that practitioners be able to
recognise emotions of the child, make no snap judgments and respond calmy. Again, it
could be argued that this would not be possible without any background knowledge and
or training.

Nonetheless, when working in a setting, practitioners are a small cog as part of a bigger
multi-agency community. It is these partnerships that help form a comprehensive care
plan for the children.






The Gibbs Reflective Cycle, first introduced in 1988, consists of a 6-stage framework
and widely encourages the user to make a comprehensive exploration of a particular
experience. The primary purpose of Gibbs’ cycle is to reflect on an event, gather
insights, learn from the mistakes and use what is learned to improve future actions.
(citation). It is a very in-depth process that requires deep thought.



In comparison, The ERA Cycle introduced more recently in 2013, is a considerably
simpler tool for reflection because it only consists of three stages. It simply asks us to
reflect on a particular event and act, prompting us think about what we will do
differently because of that reflection. (citation). Although more streamlined than Gibbs,
it emphasises a more ongoing cycle of learning and improvement.

There are clear distinctions between the two reflective models. Gibbs is a more detailed
process, breaking down an event into smaller, specific stages - giving a much more
thorough analysis, as opposed to the ERA cycle which is more concise and the quicker
of the two. Whilst Gibbs helps promote a more emotional insight, it is also more time
consuming and complex.

Although dissimilar in many aspects, the main aim of both cycles is to enable higher-
quality experiences through the act of reflection. They both force us to think through a
process, thus encouraging and improving critical thinking, in the hopes of improving our
future selves.



Conclusion

Lastly, itis clear to see the importance of reflection on ourselves and within our
practices. Thanks to Dewey paving the way for the likes of Schon and Gibbs, we have
been provided with an abundance of resources to help facilitate us in being better.
Thanks to Dewey paving the way for the likes of cesses, usually without a second
thought, in our day-to-day lives, but, with an explicit application of these modelsto a
specific event, we can make better assumptions and change.



