[bookmark: _GoBack]Critically reflect on your own values and beliefs and consider how these align with a professional code of counselling practice.


Reflective practice aids exploration and understanding of situations, feelings, thoughts, and behaviour. This could obviously be done in an organic or amorphous way, but reflective models or frameworks can provide structure for this process with the aim of encouraging deep and broad reflection. These models usually describe a cyclical process that permits the reflecting person to explore experiences in detail and then reflect on different aspects of their experience. The goal of using a reflective model is to understand an experience and oneself more fully and to use the resultant learning to develop new approaches and behaviour for the future. In this paper I use Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning model of reflection. The essay will firstly describe Kolb’s model using theory and research to explain its structure and how it functions. I will also outline my reasons for using this model. Reflective practice is an essential component of work as a therapist or counsellor, helping practitioners to develop a deep understanding of themselves in relation to their work. Awareness of personal values and beliefs is important because these are carried into the therapy session in the way a therapist speaks and responds to the client (Willig, 2019) and can affect the quality of the therapy. Additionally, accredited therapists will be working within the ethical framework of an accrediting organisation. These frameworks stipulate values and principles to be upheld and upon which good practice is based. So in the second section of this essay I will use Kolb’s model to guide a reflective process focussed on my values and beliefs. I will describe a particular time in my life that had an impact on my values and explore how these values connect to later experiences and whether they align with the National Counselling and Psychotherapy Society (NCPS)’s Code of Ethical Practice (2023). There are many different models used for reflection, and Kolb’s been used widely since it was published in 1984. However, it has not been without criticisms. After using Kolb’s framework and gaining a personal insight into the reflective process captured by the model, this essay will thirdly conduct a critique of this model. Recent research is offered that questions the use of cyclical models, and whether it is valid to view reflection and experience  as separate discrete aspects of learning.

The first section of this essay will introduce Kolb’s experiential learning model and outline my rationale for choosing it as a framework for reflecting on my values and beliefs. Experiential learning is now an established educational modality across many disciplines (Tomkins and Ulus, 2016). Kolb’s model (Kolb and Fry,1975; Kolb, 1984) was developed from earlier theories of experiential learning such as those of Dewey (1938). These theories foregrounded experience as crucial for effective learning. The model developed and popularised by Kolb consists of four distinct stages. The first is Concrete Experience. This stage is concerned with actively experiencing an event or situation, and during a reflective process a person would use this stage to describe their experience. The second stage is Reflective Observation, which involves a period of reflection and data gathering, possibly from a variety of perspectives, with more of an emphasis on “why” questions. After this comes Abstract Conceptualisation. This stage requires a person to engage in forming generalisations and seeking patterns or principles that could be developed from their reflective observations. The final stage is Active Experimentation whereby these resulting ideas and principles are tested in the same or novel situations. This is a cyclical process as the act of active experimentation will lead to new concrete experiences from which the process begins anew. Kolb asserted that learning takes place at each stage, but that all four were necessary for effective learning to take place. The whole cycle presents an explanation of how information is grasped in two ways: through our experiences, and the formation of abstract concepts. Information is then transformed into knowledge via reflection or experimental action. Kolb and Kolb (2009) describe this as an holistic process because it integrates perception, feeling, cognition and behaviour. Chang (2019) sees reflection as key for transforming experience into learning: if we were incapable of reflection the learning process would be limited. The importance of reflection within experiential learning is also stressed by Roland (2017). She describes how reflective practice using Kolb’s model fosters agency as a learner, and that the opportunities for critical reflection enhance theoretical knowledge. The reflective observation stage encourages reflection from different perspectives and Ng et al (2020) found health professionals attributed the most valuable critical insights to this stage and that these insights occurred during reflection on prior experiences that were not necessarily work-related.

Kolb described how these four stages required different abilities that were in conflict with one another and that there were therefore two main dimensions: the concrete/abstract dimension, and the reflection/action dimension. He stated that a person could not function at both ends of these dimensions simultaneously (e.g. could not reflect and act at the same time). People do not possess the four abilities in equal measure and would thus have a tendency to be positioned at one end of each dimension more frequently than the other. This resulted in his proposal of four different learning styles and that people would tend to adopt one more often than the others (Kolb and Fry, 1975). However, these learning styles are not fixed and new learning experiences can alter people’s reliance on a particular mode (Smith and Rayfield, 2017). Kolb did not prize any particular mode of learning but he argued that one will inhibit another (e.g. reflection will inhibit action). His model requires the reflecting person to move between the stages in order to fully benefit from the process of reflection and to prevent an over-reliance on any one mode. Turesky and Wood (2010) found Kolb’s model helpful in understanding students’ narrative accounts of workplace problems. In these accounts students appeared to be “stuck” in one learning mode, but the use of Kolb’s framework required them to move on to the next stage and thus explore different modes of learning. This resulted in new learning and a release from seemingly intractable and recurring problems. 

It was Kolb and Fry’s (1975) discussion of dimensions and learning styles that made this reflective model appealing to me, as I believe that I have a tendency towards reflection and abstraction, at the expense of experimentation and experience. I was drawn to use this model because it was not overly complex but, with its distinction between reflection and abstract conceptualisation, it provided more structure than the ERA model (Jasper, 2013). I contemplated using the Gibbs model (1988) but I found the prompts for the later stages (“analysis”, “conclusion”, and “action plan”) were more suited to a single incident or workplace scenario, and I was not intending to reflect on those types of experience. The Me, My More Must model (Wareing, 2017) was interesting with its emphasis on values as the focus of reflection. However, I found some of the question prompts did not suit the object of my reflections in this essay as they were again oriented towards discrete incidents in a health care setting. Having presented Kolb’s model and some research about its use and effectiveness I will now put it into practice.

With my rationale for using Kolb’s model established above, I will now reflect on my values and beliefs using Kolb’s framework. I initially identified values and beliefs that feel important to me by writing these on pieces of paper on the floor and reflecting on each one. I considered where throughout my life these values were apparent and where they had originated. I felt that some basic values had been inculcated in childhood by my parents and society at large. These included such things as honesty, working hard, being kind. However, it felt as though they came under the umbrella of “being good” as a child, along with brushing teeth/washing hands, and were more of an imposed set of instructions. I did not feel a sense of personal ownership of these beliefs, more that they were collectively held by society, so I turned my reflections to my adult life. 

To begin using Kolb’s model I will describe some experiences that occurred over a two-year period and had an influence on my values. Aged nineteen, I moved to Liverpool to study but left university after two terms and claimed benefits. I became involved with a community of new-age travellers. They were often called “crusties” by the media and many of them lived in squats or vehicles. They were mostly claiming unemployment benefits, some had children, and many were involved in environmental and animal rights protests. Some were students, artists or musicians. As part of this community I was involved with an informal food cooperative, environmental protests, putting on events, and free festivals. There was always someone needing help, e.g. cooking for someone who had no food, helping fill out forms, handing out leaflets, redecorating someone’s new flat, childcare, gardening, helping an elderly neighbour. There was an emphasis on self-reliance with the understanding that the community would help whenever it was needed. Some people were in greater need than others e.g. with mental health problems. I recall an instance of a person having psychotic episodes: a group of people created a rota so that he was never alone, and he was supported in getting medical help. I also remember experiencing many lengthy conversations about the ethics of particular situations during which creative solutions to problems would be explored. Violence (specifically sexual violence) was abhorred. A demonstration of these two points occurred after a man had tried to coerce a woman into having sex with him. A heated discussion occurred with some people wanting to physically hurt the man. But the final decision (with the woman’s consent) was for a group of women to tell him how he had made the woman feel and the ongoing consequences for her of his actions. He was provisionally still allowed to be part of the community, as it was deemed protective to keep him around people who knew what had occurred.

 The next stage in Kolb’s model is reflective observation. In reflecting on this period in my life I can see that the welcome shown by this community helped at a time when I felt quite lost after leaving my degree course. This community was open, caring, egalitarian and incredibly generous. I witnessed many examples of thoughtful, principled, and ethical behaviour. This challenged my pre-conceived ideas about benefit claimants and travellers who were frequently demonised in the press at the time as criminals. Their lifestyle was seen as problematic because they did not conform to conventional codes of living. Consequently, I had felt nervous during my initial encounters with people from this community. But by joining in and being trustworthy and reliable myself, I observed in a concrete way how important community support was. I became keenly aware of social issues concerning housing, low paid work, and mental health. I became aware of the day-to-day realities of social injustices and how people’s lifestyles can reflect structural inequalities rather than personal choice. I observed child-centred parenting styles which made a lasting impression on me when I became a mother. I enjoyed being around creative and playful people even though I am naturally more inhibited and self-conscious. There was an ethos of “do no harm” and people were willing to practice forgiveness. The ethics of situations would often be explored and this value placed on open-mindedness and questioning of the status-quo appealed to me. I recognised that I shared a belief in peaceful ways of living and problem-solving. People took responsibility for themselves, but also for each other and I found this collective responsibility very inspiring. I realised that the culture of this community aligned with my intrinsic beliefs about how individuals and society should function. I can now also observe connections to the principles in the NCPS Code of Ethical Practice which I will explore in more detail.

 The next step in Kolb’s model is abstract conceptualisation, so I will now identify the values and beliefs that my reflective process has surfaced and think about how they connect to, and have been refined by, other events. I will also connect these to the NCPS code. From the reflective observations in the previous paragraph I realise that my values include being tolerant and non-judgemental, community support, social justice, open-mindedness, child-centred parenting, honesty, trustworthiness, valuing people as individuals, treating people with respect, being kind and caring. These values are in accord with the fundamental principles given in the NCPS code and I notice connections to other events in my life. As a child I changed schools frequently and felt that I didn’t belong: I think this made community important to me as an adult. The people/circumstances I encountered in Liverpool differed greatly from my middle class upbringing. My parents might espouse many of these values and beliefs, but as a child I did not observe those values lived out as tangibly and wholeheartedly as I did in Liverpool. My parents were more judgemental, closed-minded and critical of different lifestyles: their attitudes made me wince. This made me receptive to more egalitarian attitudes. I have taken these values into other situations in my life such as my work supervising a playgroup. I wanted to create a positive, happy environment for the children: this demonstrates a desire to work for the well-being of others which is described as a fundamental principle in the NCPS code. I wanted all the children and parents to feel welcomed and valued. I especially wanted children with challenging behaviours to feel the same level of positive regard and love as any child in the group. This attitude is consistent with such values in the NCPS code as treating people with respect and without prejudice. I was aware that parents trusted me with their young children, and I worked to honour that trust by being professional, undertaking training, and continually reflecting on the dynamics and organisation of the sessions. This aligns with NCPS values around being responsible and trustworthy, and working with integrity. I live in an area where alternative lifestyles are not uncommon, and the playgroup work helped refine my values about being non-judgemental: I was used to children from unconventional families attending my group and I realised that I held preconceived ideas about conventional parents as being less child-centred. In getting to know all the families more closely through my work I realised this was prejudice on my part. I was reminded of this experience when I later worked supporting witnesses in court and I would actively question whether I was genuinely being non-judgemental and open-minded in my attitude towards witnesses. Having conceptualised my values and beliefs, and how they align with the NCPS code I will now move on to the next stage of Kolb’s model.

The final part of Kolb’s reflective cycle is active experimentation, so I will take this opportunity to consider how the NCPS code would be helpful in my personal and future professional life as well as reflect on my values and beliefs going forward. As a playgroup supervisor my approach was developed informally and I had to largely trust that I was working ethically. As described earlier, at one point I became aware of holding some prejudice towards particular families using the group. An ethical framework could have helped to make me aware of that sooner. Obviously, an ethical framework can be referred to when one is unsure of how to respond in a complex situation. But I can also expect as a counsellor to use an ethical framework more proactively e.g. as a starting point for reflection and as a way of assessing whether I am practising in the way I intend to.  For instance, I feel strongly about being non-judgemental and unprejudiced, and I believe that I live out those values. But my reflections on the NCPS principles for this essay have made me aware that I am less accepting of people from privileged backgrounds. I don’t encounter very privileged people in my personal life, but if I were to work in private practice as a counsellor I might encounter a greater proportion of people from financially comfortable backgrounds. This is not to say that they are more likely to need therapy, but that they are more likely to be able to afford it and seek it out. Regularly referring to an ethical framework would provide opportunities to “check in” with such potentially prejudiced attitudes in myself. Reflecting on my experiences in Liverpool for this essay has also reminded me that many people on lower incomes cannot access the therapy they need. My belief in social justice leads me to want to find ways to make any private therapy I offer in the future available to a wider cross-section of society. My reflections here have also made me aware that I do not always act in accordance with my values, such as occasions when I have not challenged people who make racist/sexist remarks. I would like to find the courage to do that in future. If I were to continue with Kolb’s reflective model I would find ways to experiment with such new behaviour and begin the reflective cycle again by describing those new experiences. 

Having used Kolb’s experiential learning model to reflect on my values and beliefs, the following section of this essay will now critique this model. Kolb’s model was published in 1984, but drew on earlier ideas of experiential learning from the 30’s and 40’s e.g. Dewey (1938). Since 1984 the model has been much used to aid reflection and learning in many disciplines such as management studies, education, psychology and health care, with Tomkins and Ulus (2015) arguing that experiential learning is more of a movement than simply a theory. This popularity and widespread application suggests that Kolb’s model is easily comprehended and applied, and that it is an effective tool for reflection and learning. However some suggest that the model is overly simplistic. Jarvis (2012) suggested the model was limited in this way because of a lack of emphasis on the social context of experience and reflection. Although Kolb did not make provision in the model for the social context of learning, Morris (2020), in his systematic review, found that nevertheless, many educators usually did. Morris also asserts that Kolb was unclear about what constitutes a concrete experience, but found that in practice this was usually taken to mean a contextually rich, real-world experience. In concluding his review Morris proposed a revised model to ensure that context was considered in both the experience and the abstract conceptualisation stages. Chang (2017) also felt that a more detailed model would be helpful to show how old behaviours need to be unlearned before new learning can occur. Writing from a neuroscience perspective, Chang describes how patterns of behaviour become habitual and that change is therefore effortful due to the need to unlearn. Matsuo and Nagata (2020) also suggest revisions to Kolb with space in their model for unlearning. They also insert another stage which focuses on emotions felt during the experience stage and they emphasise the greater likelihood of deep reflection and learning arising from unexpected as opposed to expected experiences. In brief, while the simplicity and intelligibility of Kolb’s model serve as strengths which have ensured its broad appeal, nevertheless these qualities have also drawn criticisms and led to many revisions being proposed.

Kolb did not specify that reflection should be critical in nature in his model but Morris (2020) questions the value of the reflective model without this. Morris describes a potentially different cycle whereby non-contextualised experiences are reflected upon uncritically leading to overly generalised conceptualisations. In such a scenario, with a lack of critical reflection, there is a greater chance that the reflective model would lead to the repetition and reinforcement of prior actions, with only limited or non-existent new learning as the result. Mezirow (1978) asserted that perspective transformation is necessary to prevent people simply cycling through repeated patterns of behaviour, and critical reflection would be crucial to this process. In Morris’s non-critical scenario the learning is more behavioural than experiential (Murtonen et al, 2017). Noting the non-specification of reflection as critical in the model, Morris’s review found that educators were nevertheless assuming critical reflection to be necessary and were stipulating it as such in their studies. 

Another critique of Kolb is that his model is eclectic, and that the stages do not flow easily into one another (Miettinen, 2000). Yet Morris (2020) found themes in his review that frequently overlapped which suggests the stages do connect well. When using Kolb myself for this essay I also found that I naturally moved between stages. The structure of the model is coherent in that the two dimensions highlight the tension between the poles of each dimension (e.g. the tension between reflection and action). Kolb and Fry (1975) stated that you could not occupy two opposing stages simultaneously. And yet Schon’s (1983) concept of reflection-in-action would suggest exactly that. However, Schon’s reflection-in-action would likely be followed at a later point by a slower process of reflection on action, which could involve considering each stage more discretely. I found that although I did move easily between stages, it was more an act of bouncing from one to another rather than following a strictly linear sequence. Seaman (2008) asserts that the sequential nature of this model (among others) does not accurately capture the process of learning and that cyclical models of reflection should be viewed with caution. He argues that such models occupy an historical point in time in learning theory, and that an uncritical acceptance of learning as cyclical presents an ideology of learning rather than having an epistemological basis, and could limit future theorising around reflection and learning.

To take this further, some authors would question the division between experience and reflection arguing that reflection itself is a form of experience. Kuk and Holst (2018) note the assumption in Kolb’s model that reflection and experience are separate, whereas they state that reflection cannot be removed from the context within which the experience occurred. They describe how Kolb’s model depicts the reflective stage as being detached from experience and neutral, and they disagree with the notion that concrete and abstract knowledge are divided in the way Kolb suggests. They draw on Michelson (2015) to relate this division to the Cartesian mind-body split, with cognitive rationality seen as superior to bodily knowledge. Thus they argue that approaches such as Kolb’s unwittingly embed a patriarchal ideology within reflective models. Kuk and Holst advocate contextualising reflection to highlight differing standpoints and ultimately create broader collective learning experiences. An example of differing standpoints for reflection is demonstrated by mature female medical students describing their studies as having a negative impact on their children’s lives due to their reduced involvement in family life, whereas their male student counterparts perceived their studies as positively impacting their children because they would ultimately have a higher family income (Byers, Smith et al, 2015). Kuk and Holst state that such reflections can be contextualised in the differing expectations of family roles for each gender. They also argue that if reflection and knowing cannot be delineated from experience then what constitutes learning needs to be rethought. As a consequence of these assertions they question whether generalised theories of learning have any relevance.

In summary, this essay began by describing the four-stage process of Kolb’s reflective model and how current research stresses the importance of the reflective stage for gaining insight. It was noted that Kolb did not value any one stage of the model over any other, and research was introduced that found the model helpful in preventing students from getting “stuck” in a particular learning style. I presented some reasons for choosing this model, one of which was its holistic approach to using all of a person’s learning abilities. In the second section of this essay I described my process of using Kolb’s model to reflect on my values and beliefs. I described a period of time in Liverpool that shaped my values and beliefs, before drawing reflective observations on those experiences. From those reflections I was able to conceptualise a set of beliefs and values that I hold. I reflected on how these values connect to and were shaped by further interactions in my life, and I also explored how my values and beliefs aligned with the set of fundamental principles in the NCPS ethical framework. I then considered future actions that could arise from this reflective process. I contemplated the importance of an ethical framework for working as a therapist and ways in which it could be used, and I reflected on some aspects of myself that I would like to change in the future. Finally, having completed this cycle of reflection I critiqued Kolb’s model with reference to current research. It was noted that Kolb’s model has been widely used since it was published, which suggests it is easy to understand and apply, but it has also attracted criticism for being overly simplistic. This has led to revisions being proposed with extra stages added. The importance of reflection being critical was stressed by recent research in order to prevent the model simply reinforcing current behaviour. Research was presented that disagreed with the sequencing of stages in this model and the taken-for-granted nature of learning as cyclical was questioned as being a potentially unhelpful ideology. In the final stages of the critique arguments were offered that questioned whether a reflection could be separated from the context of the experience, and that reflection is itself a form of experience. This would have implications for the use of any reflective model and also for future development of reflective learning theories.
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