The significance of reflective practice as a professional practitioner

What is reflection and reflective practice?
Brock (2015) implies that there is no precise definition of reflection as it can be interpreted from several theoretical perspectives. Similarly, according to University of Cambridge (no date) states that reflection is a personal concept that is defined differently by different people and that there is no correct way to define reflection, as it can depend on individual experiences. However, McGregor and Cartwright (2011) highlight that reflection starts when an individual stops to consider and think about what has transpired after something unexpected or unusual has occurred. Reflection is also about analysing what has happened, how they reacted and what can they do to improve next time if the situation arises again in the future. Lindon and Trodd (2016) states that all practitioners need to reflect on what has happened and why it has happened and to demonstrate essential priorities and values. 
Lindon and Trodd (2016) emphasises that reflective practice is a technique that entails thoughtful consideration and constructive criticism of a practice that results in awareness of strengths and well thought out plans for development that will lead to future improvements. Reflective practice can promote self-awareness, a crucial component of emotional intelligence, and creating a greater understanding of others (Candy, 2020). Being a reflective practitioner entails nurturing the various ways in which an individual can learn through experiences (Candy, 2020). 
According to Donald Schon, reflective practice changes a practitioner into a researcher, who can then build new theories from their experiences, demonstrating the genuine nature of practitioner expertise (Candy, 2020). Schon highlights that professionals frequently encounter unique situations, where they can consider prior experiences (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). Schon understood the continuing complexity and the value of reflection in practice (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). Schon also focuses on the unexpected and the practitioner’s ability to make amends on their practice (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). This will lead to them developing skills. He argues that it is intuitive and an automatic reaction which will lead to a better performance in the practitioner in the future (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). Schon distinguished two types of reflection which are reflection- in- action and reflection-on- action. 
Reflection in action- reflecting when something occurs.
Reflection on action- reflecting after something has occurred.
Paige- Smith and Craft (2011) states that reflective practice can provide true feedback for growth in practice and that it is critical to construct reflection in a way that it is shared and allows us to examine assumptions that might be taken for granted. Reflection on practice should allow practitioners to see their practise from the perspective of others (Paige- Smith and Craft, 2011).


The importance of reflection and how reflective practice can improve quality in early years settings. 
Paige-Smith and Craft (2011) stated that reflective practice within early years settings will become more ingrained in being a key expectation of all early year’s practitioners. Lindon and Trodd (2016) highlights that all practitioners must reflect and evaluate on how they work with children and families. Lindon and Trodd (2016) highlights that to participate in sustained shared thinking efficiently, practitioners need to reflect and be conscious to role model reflective thinking to children. 
Reflective practice is significant to establish and maintain early years practices that are dynamic, self-sustaining, and overcoming new obstacles (Lindon and Trodd, 2016). Reflection is an essential component of professional development and is linked to open-mindedness, accepting responsibility, and a lack of complacency (Lindon and Trodd, 2016). Birth to 5 Matters (2021) implies that, to be consistent and to enhance the learning environment, practitioners need to reflect their work in practice. Hallet (2013) highlights that a reflective practice aims to improve the quality of experiences for children and their families. 
Pacey (2016) states that practitioners can enhance outcomes for children by reflecting their practice. This can involve meeting children’s needs, growing self-esteem, and a suitable, enabling environment with indoor and outdoor experiences (Pacey, 2016).  Parents and carers can also benefit from the process as they will be able to perceive improvements in practice procedures and feel certain that the care being delivered is of high quality and is always developing and willing to improve (Pacey, 2016). Reflecting on practice will help practitioners improve their abilities while boosting self-confidence and drive, help recognize individual development needs, and assist practitioners when setting goals (Pacey, 2016). This can result in a more efficient setting which can boost reputation and help practitioners provide clearer evidence of results for inspections (Pacey, 2016). 
Interacting and effectively communicating with colleagues can be a very effective reflection tool as practitioners can observe each other, exchange ideas, and offer encouragement to one another (Cambridge International, 2020). Reflecting with colleagues can result in positive and trusting relationships (Cambridge International, 2020).  It can help practitioners generate new ideas which can result in enhancing their practice (Cambridge International, 2020). 
Glyndwr University (2023) states that peer observations are an effective way to reflect on personal practice. Peer observations should be focused and short and the observer should give constructive feedback, with an aim to identify strengths and areas for development within the setting (Glyndwr University, 2023). The goal of peer observations should be to recognise strengths and areas for improvement (Glyndwr University, 2023). 
The viewpoints of others can be an important resource for reflective practise (Lindon and Trodd, 2016). By reflecting perspectives of children, parents, carers and other professionals, early year’s practitioners can receive constructive feedback which can improve quality in the early years setting and gives practitioners an opportunity to reflect on their practice, problem solve, and find solutions (Hallet, 2013). 
By asking for feedback from parents, they will feel more involved and valued (Lindon and Trodd, 2016). Feedback can be given through conversation with parents or by completing questionnaire forms (Lindon and Trodd, 2016). 

How can reflection support a practitioner to develop as a professional? 
[bookmark: _Hlk134555645][bookmark: _Hlk134451915]Brock (2015) states that learning to become a reflective practitioner is like becoming a butterfly, suggesting that the process requires change, growth, and development. Reflective practitioners should have a balanced perspective of their work, acknowledge their accomplishments and qualities while recognizing areas for improvement (Pacey, 2016). When practitioners evaluate and reflect on their practice, it can help them to comprehend their professional development needs and boost their confidence in their practice (Pacey, 2016). Pacey (2016) underlines that early year’s practitioners should take into account how their actions may affect children and families who they are caring for, considers alternative methods of working and introduce new methods, and plans strategies for sustaining and enhancing their practice. 
Tarrant (2013) states that reflection influences professionalism greatly. Practitioners become more aware, more in control, and able to recognise their strengths and areas for improvement by reflecting on their practice (Tarrant, 2013). Practitioners can start to transition from being a novice to an expert through reflecting on their practice (Tarrant, 2013). Birth to 5 Matters (2021) advise practitioners to observe, evaluate, discuss, and communicate with other practitioners regarding children’s learning and growth (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). 
Through reflective practice, practitioners can comprehend critical awareness of their own work (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). This will assist practitioners in acquiring effective skills, methods, approaches, and abilities required to ensure that children make the best possible progress in their learning and development (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). Additionally, it can help a practitioner to develop confidence and self-esteem, become more proactive, and provide better care and education (Birth to 5 Matters, 2021). 
Brock (2015) emphasises that practitioners must reflect in the workplace, and it would be advantageous if colleagues serve as role models to children for the reflective process. Engaging in reflective practice with colleagues allows for the restoration of practice which helps to clearly formulate ideas (Brock, 2015). This can be achieved through observation in practice by undertaking case studies, shadowing colleagues, and participating in discussions (Brock, 2015). Practitioners should ensure that their work is responsible and ethical through observation and reasoning by critically reflecting on it (Brock, 2015). Lindon and Trodd (2016) highlights that early year’s practitioners that have a sincere interest and commitment to the development of children, are receptive to feedback. 
There can be many barriers to reflection in an early year’s practice (University of Cambridge, no date). This could be down to lack of time or uncertainty over how to undertake reflective practice. University of Cambridge (no date) states that it is beneficial to take time to reflect every. This can help an individual develop healthy habits and experience great benefits by setting aside time each day to focus on their reflection practice (University of Cambridge, no date). Bolton (2014) states that a reflective diary can serve as a useful strategy for early year’s practitioners to start their reflective process. A reflective diary can record experiences, emotions, thoughts, individual developments, and areas of improvement (Lindon and Trodd, 2016). 

Reflective models 
University of Hull (2022) states that Kolb’s Cycle of Reflective Practice helps to assist an individual to learn from their experiences by reflecting. There are four stages of Kolb’s model which are: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation (University of Hull, 2022). The model starts with a new experience or a reoccurring experience. The next step is to reflect on the experience and record anything new to the induvial that they have not experienced before (University of Cambridge, no date). This allows an individual to generate new ideas, for instance, they can analyse to find out why something unexpected occurred (University of Cambridge, no date). In the last stage, an individual put new ideas into practice. This signifies how reflection on experiences can directly affect a person’s learning (University of Cambridge, no date).
The University of Edinburgh (2020) states that Gibbs Reflective Cycle is one of the most well-known models of reflection. Gibbs Reflective Cycle supports an individual through six phases of reflection by investigating an experience (The University of Edinburgh, 2020). The six stages are: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and plan of action. Gibbs model of reflection starts with a description about the experience that an induvial is reflecting on (The University of Edinburgh, 2020). University of Cumbria (2020) states that, unlike other models, the next phase of Gibbs reflective model enables an individual to consider how they felt during and after their experience. 
The following phase entails assessing the experience by balancing and evaluating the good and bad points of the experience (University of Cumbria, 2020). By doing this, it allows an individual to comprehend and make sense of what they experienced (The University of Edinburgh, 2020). This will lead to a conclusion, concentrating on how they could have done things differently to achieve another outcome (The University of Edinburgh, 2020). The final step entails creating an action plan of steps that an individual can implement if they encounter a similar situation in the future (University of Edinburgh, 2020).  
Reflective models can provide a guideline to follow and provide individuals with a place to begin their reflection process (University of Cambridge, no date). However, University of Cambridge (no date) states that reflective models involve following each step in a defined way, to be effective and they may not be suitable for every situation (University of Cambridge, no date).  In this circumstance, practitioners would need to modify their reflection method to their experience (University of Cambridge, no date). Another way for practitioners to reflect, is to use a reflective accounts form. This is an effective means of reflection as practitioners can record information regarding their experience by writing down what was successful, what was not successful, and what they can do differently in the future. University of Birmingham, 2015). Practitioners can keep record of their reflection account forms in their reflective folders in their setting to revisit if necessary (University of Birmingham, 2015). 
To conclude, if an early years practitioner adheres to the above methods of reflection, it will lead to a successful reflective process. Reflection is paramount for practitioners in childcare as it can provide the best care and learning for children.  Reflection is the means of improving a practitioner’s standard of practice. Reflection can increase a practitioner’s general knowledge which will lead them to be consummate professionals. Reflection also ensures that an early year’s practitioner has a full understanding of children’s needs and development which incudes their likes and dislikes. Therefore, early year’s practitioners can incorporate them in future planning. 
