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(Hickson, 2011) suggests that reflection is like a mirror, in the sense that when we take time to reflect, it is similar to us looking at ourselves and our thought process in the mirror and it being reflected to us. Reflection is important to us as individuals as it helps us to analyse our experiences and practice. There are many reasons as to why reflective thinking is significant to early years practitioners, and throughout this paper I will describe them. Additionally, I will outline relevant reflective theories and the theorists behind them.
Firstly, one reason as to why reflective thinking is important to professionals and practitioners, is that it improves the way that we work with young children and families. It also helps us to provide good quality, enjoyable experiences for them. Furthermore, it can be extremely useful for career progression and can lead to gaining more qualifications, opportunities and promotions. Reflective thinking may not come naturally to everyone and can be difficult but the ability to think reflectively can enable us to become the best practitioners possible.
Recently there has been a big demand for reflection within professional roles, and it is expected in professional practice for practitioners to reflect.(Moon, 2004) describes reflection as an essential part of professional practice. It can be said that it is part of the core values of professionalism, and it plays an important part in the training of professionals. Additionally, there has been an increase in the need to reflect upon our skills, knowledge and attitudes. There has also been more importance put on critical thinking and the recognition of personal values. In regards to reflection from an early years practitioners' point of view, the reflection must relate to their work with families and children in order for it to be purposeful and meaningful.
Working as an early years practitioners there may seem like you experience constant changes, for example there may be changes to policies, staffing and budgets. These changes are needed in order to keep up to date and remain relevant in current times. In order to keep up with changes in policies practitioners must use their practical and professional knowledge. According to (Foley and Rixson, 2008) the way in which professional practitioners interpret policy has a significant effect on the quality of children’s lives. (Brook, 2015) stresses that in times of change it is important to critically reflect upon it. When we do this, we are considering the impact of these changes on working practice and those we work with. 
In order to gain professional knowledge alongside a better and deeper understanding, our knowledge must be reflected on. Moreover, as learning is something that we are continuously doing sometimes without even realising, it is essential that we take the time to reflect upon it to helps us make sense of new information and to help us remember it. (Brook, 2010) says that in order to develop, change and improve our practice we must take personal and contextual understanding into consideration within our reflection, which will lead to gaining contextual knowledge. 
(Tickell, 2011) explains in his review of the Early Years Foundation Stage the correlation between children's overall success and staff that have experience, have regular training and are supported. (Dahlberg et al., 2007) points out that when we reflect upon things, we encourage different ways of thinking and work in a more correct and professional manner. Being early years practitioners requires us to work alongside each other and with other agencies as teams that work for the benefit and welfare of children and families. Another benefit of reflective thinking in this case is that it allows us to think of new and more effective ways to work together.
A different way of looking at reflection is that it is the way we reprocess information, as when we are using reflection we are looking back at our current knowledge and existing information, and through the process of reflection we reprocess it. When we reflect, we attempt to make sense of new information and link it to the information we already have and what we already know. Through this we look deeper into our existing knowledge and develop new ideas. In turn this means that a practitioner who reflects can be seen as more knowledgeable and creative. 
In order for reflective practice to be effective the professional doing this should understand the importance and purpose of reflection. A strength of reflection is that professionals become more aware or their own strengths and development but can also feel more in control. Additionally, (Brookfield,1995) argues that we are also able to make informed decisions on the effectiveness of our work. Moreover, we can gain more expert level of knowledge and experiences. During the reflective process we consider what did or may have happened and we also question the situation, what we did and how we responded. Donald Schon (1983) suggests that the process of reflective practice is a process of continuous learning and that it is one of the defining characteristics of professional practice.
The idea of reflection is not a new one and it can be said that it is still if not more relevant now than it was before. For professional development it is important that we reflect on what it means to be a professional. When a professional does not take the time to also reflect on practice development may be compromised. As early years practitioners When we take the time to think about our actions and words, and how these had an effect on those around us, we also take our values and beliefs into consideration. It can also help us to realise what we did that made a difference in a particular situation.
There have been many theorists that have made a link between reflective practice and expertise within a profession. In today’s society reflection is seen as such an important practice that is has been fully integrated into professional education.  Early years practitioners may use reflection in order to improve and implant good and ethical practice. This leads to professionals understanding how little things can have majorly beneficial outcomes in stressful situations. Furthermore, it can assist us in considering our thinking processes and gain skills that allow us to be able to deal with difficult situations. 
Not only is reflective practice good personally, but it is also beneficial to the children/families you work with and your colleagues. According to (Bolton, 2010) in order to develop reflection skills, it can help to write down our reflections. Bolton’ created a model which is described as ‘through the looking glass’. This model is concerned with looking at things through a different lens and revealing unexpected forms of understanding and practice. Bolton also describes reflection as constantly watching and advising on practice. When using this model, the individual will write and re-write a reflection. Secondly (Schon, 1991) developed a ladder of reflection technique. This technique involves a coach demonstrating, critiquing, reflecting and questioning, whilst the student develops their own practice through observing, reflecting and imitating.
It can be said that reflective practice and professional development go together hand in hand. When the two are combined professional's skills and knowledge are strengthened and developed, also competence in the individual's career is increased. For the purpose of professional development, after undertaking any form of training or learning experience it is important that we reflect upon it.  Although The process of reflection is not always easy and straight forward, and sometimes it can difficult. The reason for this we are leaving ourselves vulnerable to criticism.
Donald Schon (1983) brought forward the idea of reflection in action and reflection on action. Reflection in action refers to when a professional has to think on their feet after something doesn’t completely go to plan. Secondly reflection on action relates to the situation that didn’t go to plan, and when we take to to think about what happened and question what may have gone wrong or was there anything else we could have done differently? John Dewey was also one of the first philosophers to introduce the idea of reflective thinking. (Loughran, 1996) explains reflection as a way to come to a conclusion of a problem. Additionally, he says that its purpose is to make sense of a problematic situation and come to a better understanding of it in order to solve it.
One important model within reflection is Kolb’s four stage model (1984). This model consists of experience (doing it), reflective observation (reflecting), conceptualisation (reading) and experimenting (planning). A benefit of this model is that it forces that the professional becomes a learner and has to take responsibility for their own learning. Another model of reflection is Gibb’s reflective cycle. This cycle includes action plan, description, feelings, evaluation, analysis and conclusion. The importance of this cycle is that it makes the individual to question things at each stage listed therefore encouraging reflective practice.
Brookfield (1995) suggest that as professionals in the early years, we should consider things through four points of view. These include.
· The teachers/professional's point of view
· The learners/children's point of view
· The colleague's point of view
· And lastly the point of view of theories and literature.
These bring the critical element into reflective practice. It also looks at a situation through many different perspectives.
The main purpose of reflective practice is self-improvement, which is the reason as to why we may consider our performance, academically, socially and psychologically during reflection. When we consider these things, we being to realise that we may need to adapt how we react in situations or improve our social skills in specific areas. Alongside this we may also realise we may not have had all the information we needed to make informed decisions. 
As professionals it is important that we learn from our mistakes as well as our successes. For this reason, we need to reflect on our experiences. When we are attempting to make sense of a situation our listening and questioning skills are essential. The result of using these skills, if that if we are in a similar situation in the future, we will have a better idea of what to do and be able to intervene earlier. When situations don’t go to plan, reflective practice can help to see what we could have differently or improved. In addition to this it can help us to accept our failures and see what we can do in the future to assist in situations.
There are many ways in which reflection can be introduced into early years settings. Reflection is something that can be done individually or as a group, and there are methos that can be used for both. Firstly, reflective workshops where someone may come in to the workplace and give you information on reflection and give you opportunities to take part in reflective activities can be extremely effective. Secondly, group reflection is possible where you look at situations/scenarios as a group and reflect together. This can be useful as other people's ideas and perspectives are being taken into consideration. Lastly reflective accounts forms can be used by practitioners, and it may help them with reflection, as the form includes questions which forces the individual/group to look back at a past event and by answering them you are reflecting.
To conclude reflective practice is important for professionals working in early years settings. One of the main reasons for this is that it actively contributes to professional development. Over recent years many theorists and psychologists have written about reflective practice, as it is forever becoming more significant. Theories and models allow us to use reflection effectively to provide a better service for the children and families we work alongside. With the continuous changes that happen in the early years sector, it is essential that professionals are constantly keep up to date with training and knowledge in order to keep improving and be the best early years professional possible.
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