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3.7 Critical reflective writing

Reflective writing has become popular in many disciplines, from architecture and
engineering to medicine and media studies. It involves documenting a personal view,
focusing on recent experience. It usually entails moving beyond mere description, to
explaining and justifying what has taken place. Often, particularly if the work is to be
assessed, it involves critical reflection in which the individual seeks to learn from their
experience. Such critical reflection commonly refers to theory discussed and practice
developed during a course. It is this latter type of reflective writing - critical reflective
writing — that s considered here.

Reflective thinking and writing as a way of improving practice within a discipline has
a well-documented tradition dating back to Dewey (1938), Lewin (1946) and, more
recently, Schén (1983, 1987) and Boud et al. (1985). The University of New South
Wales (2022) in its guidelines highlights the value of critical reflective thinking and
writing. Paraphrasing the guidelines, reflecting critically helps you by:

Building on previous knowledge, both formal and informal, to make connections:

o between what you knew and what is new

o between your practice and the theory that lies behind it

o between what you are doing now and what you may wish to do differently in the
future.

Examining how you learn by writing reflectively about your leaming experiences, and
what and how you have learnt from them

Integrating and extending what you are learning by:
o combining new knowledge with old

o identifying questions you have yet to answer

o and so revealing what you have yet to learn

Reflecting on both successes and failures so as to:
 gain a more balanced awareness of your practice

o leamn from your mistakes

o support you in building on your successful practice.
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During the lecture don’t try to write down everything you hear. Instead,
listen for the main points and make sure that these are included in your
notes. Most people have to stop listening to write, 5o be selective about
when you decide to write so that you don’t miss any salient points.

Leave wide margins on either side of your notes. You can add extra
information if the tutor returns to a previous point. You can also add extra
information in the margins when you review your notes after the lecture.,
Use question marks to query any information of which you are unsure and
to which you may need to return at a later date.

Visual aids are used to emphasise a point. Analyse carefully what you are
being shown and take relevant notes, leaving gaps between them that you
can fill in later. If you are listening actively you will find that questions are
forming in your mind. You can jot these down and ask the tutor at the end
of the lecture or search for the information yourself.

In maths and science subjects you might need to write down everything the
lecturer writes on the board verbatim, as every symbol means something
specific. Use diagrams to aid your understanding.

Be open-minded about any points on which you disagree — jot down a few
notes to which you can return later, but do not become too distracted by
your disagreement.
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What kind of future?

Your time as a student is a major step in your professional career. When you graduate, you will be
competing with millions of other graduates from around the world. Like you, they will be looking to stand
out in a graduate employment market that is increasingly global. The time you spend now in gaining a
good degree, in nurturing your talents and building a distinctive personal profile can make a difference in
how far you achieve what you want.

Make it happen
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Aspire. Be ambitious for yourself. Aim high,
considering the portfolio of jobs you might
have over many years.

Investigate. Be well informed about the
range of career and life options open to
you - and what is needed to be successful
in those areas.

Reflect. Increase your self-awareness:
develop good habits of introspection and
constructive self-questioning. Become more
attuned to what matters most to you.

Decide. Think through the implications

of potential choices - and then choose a
direction. Making decisions brings focus to
your planning and studies.
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Plan. Map a route towards achieving your
ambitions - whether academic, professional
or personal.

Personalise. Adapt your strategies to suit
your individual combination of ambitions,
abilities, experiences, interests, needs and
preferences.

Achieve. Take action. Follow through on
your plans, adapting them as opportunities
arise and as your interests and ambitions
change.




