What is Reflection?
Reflection is simply thinking about something. It allows practitioners to develop their skills and understand how they effect a situation. Reflective practise differs from casual ‘thinking’ in that it requires conscious effort to reflect on experiences and achieve new understanding from them (Skills You Need, 2020).
Reflection is a vital skill which enables practitioners to identify and enhance their strengths, any areas for development, and increases their learning. 

Regular self-evaluation and reflective practice help practitioners to assess their abilities and make any necessary corrections, and to see what elements are working well, and which ones are not. This will enable practitioners to strengthen their professional knowledge and refine their weaknesses.
Schon (1987) stated that reflection is looking at an event, analysing what went well, what did not go well, and how can the quality of the event be enhanced to improve outcomes for all the children.

When a practitioner is reflecting on an event, it is important to be open to change, and be honest about their methods and the outcome. It is particularly important to identify positives as these are often more difficult to recall than the negative elements of an experience (University of Hull, 2022).

Reflection enables us to take into account the driving forces behind practitioners' understanding of their respective and group roles, responsibilities, and interactions (Reed and Canning, 2010).

Reflection within the Early Years
As government-led policies and international influences upon pedagogy and practice evolve, it is vital for early years practitioners to be up to date, reflecting on and improving their practice. Early years practitioners carry out daily tasks routinely without fully considering why or how they are undertaken (Hallet, 2013). 
Applying reflection to professional practice is important as it helps with continuous professional development, enhances teamwork and collaboration, generates effective communication, and assists a practitioner with understanding which skills they need to develop.

Reflecting with colleagues is just as important as reflecting individually. Continuous reflection within a team builds on relationships, communication and can have a positive effect on all staff’s well-being. Cigala, Venturelli and Bassetti (2019) states that working together and reflecting as a team can make practitioners feel more respected in their role and more actively involved. This strengthens their sense of acceptance and self-performance.

Brock (2015) claims that critical reflection within an early years setting encourages practice change and creates effective provisions that meet the needs of the children. It improves the quality of the children’s experiences and supports and enhances their learning.  Reflection also promotes job satisfaction as children grow and achieve as it fosters confidence in caring and teaching.

Reflection assists practitioners with planning the next steps for children’s learning, to better understand children, their developmental stage, needs, and likes and dislikes. Once planning is followed and an activity is completed, the outcomes that the children achieve are recorded and what the practitioner sees and hears. These results are then analysed and used for forward planning and how the children’s learning can be taken further, or if they need further support. Also looking at the results and the activity as to how the activity could be changed and improved or alter the way in which the practitioner delivered the activity, for the children to achieve their next steps or gain that further support.

Reflecting on the implications of change on the children and families a practitioner works with, as well as the effects on working practice is a crucial professional skill.
Good communication with children and their families builds strong relationships. The Early Years Foundation Stage (2021) refers to the need to listen to children, parents and guardians.
Pupil voice is used to involve the children in their own learning, find out about issues that matter to them, and their experiences in school. The aim pupil voice is to enhance children’s learning and experiences in school and adjust planning, so it is more meaningful for the children (Robinson 2007). They are observed playing and questioned with regards to their interests which are then incorporated into themes for planning of activities. Valimaki, Anttila and Kuuskorpi (2020) believe that a positive learning environment and the wellbeing of students are supported by strong teacher-student relationships.

Research suggests that good communication and consistency between parents and early years staff encourages young children’s achievements. Sylva et al’s (2004) research discovered that the children’s happiness and self-esteem were impacted by close collaboration with parents and including them in their children’s education.

Some formal ways of reflecting can be done during appraisal interviews and performance management meetings, although these are not completed on a daily basis. Different settings may require their staff to complete a self-reflection form. An easy-to-understand model is the SWOT analysis (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) to identify areas for development, particular strengths and strong skills, opportunities for development, and any threats or harmful factors which are out of a practitioner’s control (Sarsby, A. 2016). From these forms objectives can be set to improve skills. It is a good idea to keep these forms for future to refer to. 

Models of Reflection
There are many effective reflection models. Despite their differences in depth, structure and presentation, they have many common traits.
In 1984, David Kolb introduced his four-stage model of learning. This was designed to help practitioners learn through their experiences. This model includes:
Concrete experience - doing the activity or experiencing something.
Reflective observation – thinking about the experience, reflecting on the activity further, taking into consideration your knowledge and skills. 
Abstract conceptualisation – learning from the experience, researching the activity and looking at what went well and what did not.
Active experimentation – put what you have learnt into practice, planning the next stage once you know where you can improve, and set realistic goals. Kolb’s model does not take feelings into consideration. 
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Another reflective model was developed by Graham Gibbs. He established the Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle in 1988 to give structure to the process of learning from experiences. It provides a framework for analysing experiences, and given that it is a repetitive cycle, it lends itself particularly well to repeat experiences. This enables you to draw lessons and make plans from things that went well or not so well (University of Edinburgh 2020).
It covers six stages which are description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan.
Description – describing an event or activity.
Feeling – how did the practitioner or pupils fell during and after the event or activity.
Evaluation – positive or negative, what went well or not so well.
Analysis – why did it go well or not. What knowledge can be used to help understand the situation.
Conclusion – how could an event or activity be changed, or what could be done differently.
Action plan – plan how the changes will be implemented and continue reflecting.

By using these reflective models, it gives practitioners a simple step by step guide of where to begin with reflective practice although each stage of the reflective models may not always be necessary. 
 
[image: Diagram

Description automatically generated]
(Source: 15writers.com 2016)


Schon’s Theory of Reflective Practice 
Schon (2007) states that a reflective practitioner and the reflective practice concept and concerned with how practitioners think through two processes. 
Reflection IN practice, and reflection ON practice.
Reflection in practice is reflection being carried out by an early year’s practitioner as they are carrying out an activity, and how they adjust their activity if faced with an unexpected situation, or if the children are not grasping the concept and the activity needs to be changed to achieve the outcomes.
Reflection on practice is reflection on a deeper level, after the activity has been completed and linking practice into theories and how the activity could be changed and improved. 

Reflection as a Professional
Dunn et al (2008) says that many writers believe that reflection is the most crucial component of professionalism.
A professional’s core principles include reflection and reflective practice, which are important components of professional development.
Being able to engage in reflection is vital for practitioners to become reflective and democratic professionals. They should have the chance to increase their awareness of the values and how to express them in their professional practice as part of their education and ongoing professional development. 
Whilst training, early years practitioners gain a high level of observational skills, by routinely observing the children and understanding their different stages of development. Completing observations is a valuable tool for reflective practice.

For staff working in early years settings, it is essential for CPD – Continuing Professional Development. This term is used for practitioners who are expected to continue learning and developing throughout their career (Bubb and Earley, 2007). Early Years staff are expected to be committed to their own professional learning and development. For staff to further their qualifications, practitioners must stay up to date on current policy, practice and research. By continuing professional development, it enables practitioners to reflect on their practice to improve ways of working to assist in taking the children’s learning further and achieving next steps. CPD assists practitioners in their own personal and professional growth, self confidence and ultimately job satisfaction.

Conclusion
To summarise this briefing paper reflection is important to evaluate events which happen within a setting. Reflecting with other practitioners is a useful way to improve communication with colleagues. Rinaldi (2008) believes that reflection is a dialogic process that can take place either internally, when we listen to ourselves, or externally, when we connect with others and listen to and share perspective. 
Moon (2004) defines reflection as “a form of mental processing, like a form of thinking, that we may use to fulfil a purpose or to achieve some anticipated outcome”.
Reflective practice involves a practitioner looking at and developing themselves. It is what drives quality within a setting, listening to the children, and identifying and providing for their individual needs.
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	The Importance of Reflective Practice as a Professional Practitioner

Reflection is about not remaining static, and always improving to achieve set goals for themselves as practitioners, and the children in their care.
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