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Reflective Writing
▪ What is Reflective Writing?

▪ Reflection in Academia



What is Reflective Writing?

• A reflection is a purposeful activity in which you 
analyse experiences, or your own 
practice/skills/responses, in order to learn and 
improve

• A reflection gives the reader a good understanding 
of how you feel and what you think about the 
subject

• First-person is used

(University of Birmingham, 2015)





Reflection in Academia

• We reflect quite naturally in our day to day lives, thinking about 
things that have happened, why they happened, whether we 
handled them well.

• In academia, you may be asked to formalise your reflections to 
show that learning is taking place. 

• This may involve:
▪ Reflecting on your own professional or academic practice

▪ Scrutinising an experience and the way you dealt with it

▪ Evaluating a project or experiment and considering how to do it better next 
time

▪ Reflecting on things you have read and linking theory with practice/reality

(University of Birmingham, 2015)



“It is not sufficient to have an experience 
in order to learn. Without reflecting on this 
experience it may quickly be forgotten, or 
its learning potential lost.”

Gibbs, 1988, p.9



Models of Reflection
▪ ERA Cycle, Driscoll’s What Model, Kolb’s Experiential 

Learning Cycle, Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle



ERA Cycle

The ERA cycle (Jasper, 2013) 
is one of the simplest 
models of reflection and 
contains only three stages:

• Experience

• Reflection

• Action

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



ERA Cycle

The cycle shows that we will start with an experience, either something we have been 
through before or something completely new to us.

This experience can be positive or negative and may be related to our work or something 
else. 

Once something has been experienced, we will start to reflect on what happened. This will 
allow us to think through the experience, examine our feelings about what happened and 
decide on the next steps. This leads to the final element of the cycle - taking an action.

What we do as a result of an experience will be different depending on the individual. This 
action will result in another experience and the cycle will continue.

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Driscoll’s What Model

Another simple model was 
developed by Driscoll in the 
mid-1990s. Driscoll based 
his model of the 3 What's 
on the key questions asked 
by Terry Borton in the 
1970s:

• What?

• So what?

• Now what?

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Driscoll’s What Model

• By asking ourselves these 3 simple questions we can begin to analyse 
and learn from our experiences.

• Firstly, we should describe what the situation or experience was to set 
it in context. This gives us a clear idea of what we are dealing with.

• We should then reflect on the experience by asking 'so what?' - what 
did we learn as a result of the experience?

• The final stage asks us to think about the action we will take as a result 
of this reflection. Will we change a behaviour, try something new or 
carry on as we are?

• It is important to remember that there may be no changes as the 
result of reflection and that we feel that we are doing everything as we 
should. This is equally valid as an outcome, and you should not worry 
if you cannot think of something to change.

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle

• Kolb's model (1984) takes things 
a step further. Based on theories 
about how people learn, this 
model centres on the concept of 
developing understanding 
through actual experiences and 
contains 4 key stages:

• Concrete experience

• Reflective observation

• Abstract conceptualisation

• Active experimentation

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle

• The model argues that we start with an experience - either a 
repeat of something that has happened before or 
something completely new to us.

• The next stage involves us reflecting on the experience and 
noting anything about it which we have not come across 
before. We then start to develop new ideas as a result, for 
example when something unexpected has happened we try 
to work out why this might be.

• The final stage involves us applying our new ideas to 
different situations. This demonstrates learning as a direct 
result of our experiences and reflections.

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle

• This model is similar to one used by small children when 
learning basic concepts such as hot and cold. They may 
touch something hot, be burned and be more cautious 
about touching something which could potentially hurt 
them in the future.

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Gibbs’ Reflection Cycle

▪ This model builds on the other three and adds more stages. It is one 
of the more complex models of reflection, but it may be that you 
find having multiple stages of the process to guide you reassuring.

▪ Gibb's cycle contains 6 stages:

• Description

• Feelings

• Evaluation

• Analysis

• Conclusion

• Action plan

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle

• Gibbs’ model begins with an outline of the experience being reflected 
on. 

• It then encourages us to focus on our feelings about the experience, 
both during it an after.

• The next step involves evaluating the experience - what was good or bad 
about it from our point of view?

• We can then use this evaluation to analyse the situation and try to make 
sense of it.

• This analysis will result in a conclusion about what other actions (if any) 
we could have taken to reach a different outcome.

• The final stage involves building an action plan of steps which we can 
take the next time we find ourselves in a similar situation.

(University of Cambridge, 2023)



Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle

(EPM, 2019)



Any questions?



I look forward to seeing you next 
week.

If you have any questions in the 
meantime, please send an email from 
your student account.

l.bassler@uwtsd.ac.uk
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