The significance of reflective practice as a professional practitioner

What is reflection and reflective practice?

Reflection is the ability to review a given situation or experience and learn from it, it has been a source of discussion as far back as the time of Greek Philosophy and it has been
written about a great deal, however it is generally agreed that by implementing this process new appreciations and understandings can be acquired and obstacles reframed
(Farrelly 2010). Boud et al (1985) quotes that reflection is “a complex and deliberate process of thinking about and interpreting experience in order to learn from it”.

Reflection can be from both a negative and positive aspect, whether it be that an activity did not go as you thought, or one that was extremely successful, there can still be room
for improvement and lessons learned if reflective practice is enforced. University of Cambridge (2021) states that reflection is personal to the individual and depending on the
circumstances, there is no definite way to reflect. According to Schon (2007) there are two different types of reflection: reflection in practice and reflection on practice. Meaning
to either reflect while in the moment, which could lead to missed opportunities or after something has happened, resulting in the reflective process being taken to a higher level.
Schon also notes that a practitioner that is competent, knows more than they can verbalise, and exhibits a kind of knowing-in-practice. It is an important attribute for being an
early years practitioner, to develop core reflective skills to improve knowledge and understanding as a professional, not only on a personal level, but with that of the children in
their care, their parents/carers and with the other professionals they work with. In order to demonstrate reflective practice and behaviour a practitioner requires key qualities and
attributes; to be able to problem solve and find a solution, be able to reason clearly, evaluate and discuss problems, provide and receive constructive feedback, learn from
others and be open minded to their views, research, pedagogy and theories, but also to explain their own values and beliefs (Hallet 2013).

Reason, Evaluation, Feedback, Learn, Explain, Consider, Think.

Reflection in the Early Years Setting and Professional Practice

Hallet (2013) states that to be able to improve the care and practice that they provide, a practitioner needs to implement reflective practice by making informed decisions regarding
the planning they apply and that it is effective.

In your establishment you may be required to complete a reflective accounts form as evidence of your reflective practice, these can be kept in a folder and can be a useful tool
not only as evidence to others, but also for you and other practitioners to physically refer back to in the future should a similar situation arise.

In the Reggio Emilia region, in Northern Italy, documenting pedagogy for reflective dialogue is used in early years settings. There, to reflect on and discuss children’s learning,
they allocate time and space to group together and use a wide range of documentation, including written notes, voice recordings and videos. By using this process, practitioners
are able to use reflective discussion including the visual documentation to see the strategies and learning processes that each child uses (Rinaldi 2005)

Smidt (2015) states that the introduction within settings around the world of more accessible digital devices play a key role in documenting children’s progress, because
professionals are able to capture photos or short sequences of films of what is said and done by an individual or group of children, it makes recording, and therefore reflecting,
easier than writing out a form or report, but Smidt believes the analysing practice itself remains the same.

In New Zealand, Margaret Carr (2012) along with her colleagues developed a system which is used in kindergarten, called Learning Stories. They are a collection of snapshots
and text, recording day to day events and activities within the setting for each child and can be a useful tool to reflect on the learning journeys of the individual, as groups or in the
setting as a whole. Through reflection and analysis, observations can reveal aspects of a child’s development, practice or provision that may have otherwise been unknown and
therefore unaddressed (Hallet 2013)

Within an early years setting, there are many different ways in which reflection can take place, it does not have to be an individual task for each practitioner, it could be carried
out in pairs, or like in Reggio Emilia, it can be in groups. One could be observed by another practitioner and either the observer reflects on their colleague or on the activity that
they have planned. In these ways, practitioners can feel safe, supported and confident that everyone involved is on the same page, they can bounce off each other and create an
environment that is professional and trusted.

Another crucial skill in our role as an early years practitioner is to not only to build good relationships with our colleagues, but with the children in our care and their families.
Communication is key. According to Dunhill (2009) communication with children, young people, their families and carers is a fundamental part of the Common Core, it requires
understanding, responding, listening and questioning to what is being communicated. Communication comes in many forms, words are just a small percentage and it can vary by
the tone of voice, but also posture and positioning, eye contact and overall body language should be taken into account. Having the skills to communicate effectively, involve and
engage with parents/carers about their children’s development and well-being in your setting is invaluable. As the African proverb conveys, it takes a village to raise a child (origin
unknown), the children being the most significant and important people, being at the heart of our professionalism, with this in mind we as practitioners need to constantly strive to
improve and develop how we work and think, thus using a reflective approach in our everyday practice.

Brock (2014) quotes “for reflection to be purposeful it needs to be meaningful and, for early practitioners, it therefore needs to relate to their work with young children and their
families”.




Driscoll

Gibbs’ Reflective
i Cole.
earning Cycle

Model of
Reflection

Kolb’s Learning Cycle psso

Theoretical frameworks and models of reflection

There are numerous different models and frameworks of reflection that can support and guide a practitioner in the ever-evolving challenges of their role as a professional, they
can also offer structure, which for some, especially new practitioners, or those with time constraints, can be beneficial. Reflective thinking is often considered to have many
different levels, one way to prompt deep and purposeful thinking about what took place is to use a framework and reflect on the experience. The 5Rs is one such framework, the
five elements of this framework are Reporting, Responding, Reasoning, Relating and Reconstructing (Bain et al 2002), this model addresses five main steps. By thinking of all
of these it will allow you to focus on the essential components of the experience, therefore being able to produce an engaging reflection and can be useful for writing
constructively (University of Edinburgh 2021). The Gibb’s Reflective Learning Cycle is made up of six stages and is one of the most famous. It is different from many other
models, because it takes feelings into account, how you feel in a situation or experience can have a large impact on how you reflect on it. Being one of the more complex
frameworks may be reassuring or daunting, it depends on your personal preference which framework would suit best, or it may be that you choose a given framework
depending on what you are reflecting on at the time. One of the simplest models based on three questions that American school teacher, Terry Borton had asked, Reach, Touch
and Teach, was developed by John Driscoll: What? So What? Now What? According to an article by University of Cambridge (2021) if you ask yourself these three simple
guestions you can start to analyse and learn from your experiences. To set in context, we should first describe the experience or situation — What? Then to reflect on what we
learned as a result we are asking, So What? Finally, ask about the action we will take as a result, would we do anything differently or keep it the same — Now What? The
outcome is equally valid whether you decide to make changes or not. Kolb’s Experiential Cycle which was created by David Kolb, an American educational theorist in 1984 and
is another useful reflective model, within it are four key stages and is based on theories about how we learn holistically, this model focuses on the concept of developing
understanding from active experiences. The model suggests that we begin with a concrete experience, this can be a repeat of an experience that has happened in the past or
something totally new, the second stage of the cycle involves reflection observation, was there anything about the experience that we have not observed before. In the third
stage, Abstract Conceptualisation, we begin to learn and develop new ideas as a result of our conclusions, for example, if the experience was not what we expected, we try to
figure out why and whether we could do it differently for another outcome the next time. The fourth and final stage, Active Experimentation, this time by applying the new ideas
to other experiences we are able to demonstrate that we have learned as a direct result of our experiences and reflections, this way the information can be retained for the
future. As most of the examples given are all cyclical, we can make an entrance at any point, however, as each stage depends on the others, to develop new knowledge, we
should make sure the cycle is covered entirely for effective learning to occur.

To conclude, in order to be a reflective professional practitioner in the early years workforce, one should implement some or all of the described methods of reflection found in
this briefing paper, alternatively, this paper could provide some inspiration to research the existing examples further or to find additional models that would be more suitable or
benefit the way reflection is carried out within a childcare setting, whichever direction is chosen, it is important to ensure that although reflection aids professional and personal
development and knowledge, the main focus is on the well-being and development of the children in our care and with their families. By using effective communication,
observation and reflection skills, practitioners can learn more about the developmental milestones of children, be able to better understand children from their perspective and
therefore plan accordingly in the future or possibly see where a child may require extra support or guidance.

It is not just children who learn and grow, we as practitioners do too and it is important for us to continually develop our knowledge and skills as a professional, incorporating
mindful awareness, effective teamwork and communication. Enjoy your journey of reflection.
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