The significance of reflective practice as a professional practitioner in the early years’ workforce
Introduction
Reflection is the process of questioning and analysing assumptions we have made from previous experiences and forming judgements based on our findings. Brock (2015) states that reflection consists of analysis and assessing problems to find alternative perspectives. Reflective thinking is an important part of the critical thinking process. Critical thinking refers to conducting evaluations and assessing information to gain a better understanding on a subject. Reflection is an important skill for professional practitioners. Practitioners should be constantly reflecting without realising. Craft and Paige-Smith (2011) state that reflection is key when working with children. Craft and Paige-Smith believe that reflection is becoming increasingly important within the early year’s workforce. It allows practitioners to better their knowledge and shows them what could be changed to obtain a better result. When reflecting, practitioners demonstrate the ability to be adaptable and versatile. Hallet (2013) explains that being reflective provides the best experiences for both children and the families of these children. It is important that practitioners reflect so they can obtain the best outcomes for themselves and children. Reflection can be conducted in various ways and is beneficial to early years practitioners. 
Reflection and professional practice
Reflection is beneficial to all professional practitioners. Thompson (2015) describes reflective practice as action of finding solutions rather than problems. Reflective practice helps to improve other skills such as self-awareness which is incredibly important when working with children. McGregor (2011) discusses how reflecting requires a great deal of focus and effort. Self-awareness requires an elevated level of emotional understanding. Reflection therefore can help to create a better understanding of children’s emotions. Professional practice means working within boundaries. Professional Practice allows practitioners to improve their skills and knowledge within their profession. Professionals improve knowledge through experiences. Hargreaves and Page (2013) state how everyone needs to be able to learn from previous experiences. Reflection allows one to ask themselves questions to evaluate their work and findings. Practitioners observe children and their activities, the reflection from these observations enables them to see each individual child’s development and where their difficulties may lie. Practitioners may be able to adapt certain tasks based off findings from their reflections to ensure children have the best development. Barber (2010) describes the importance of observations in building relationships between the professional and the child, she states observations are what allow practitioners to understand children. Reflection from observations allow practitioners to analyse how children respond to situations and activities, and the findings from these evaluations can show children’s educational and social attainment. It is imperative that children can access the curriculum and understand the material that is being taught. Barber (2010) states how observations provide better opportunities and outcomes for children. Observations are an important way for practitioners to reflect, they can observe children and get a better understanding of what may be too challenging for them. Practitioners are continuously reflective from experiences, as reflection becomes more frequent, both children and their teachers’ experiences are improved. Tarrant (2017) states that it should be the person that is reflection that benefits the most form an experience. It is our previous experiences that enable us to learn. From previous experiences, practitioners can raise questions to find better methods. Practitioners should use their reflection to better their knowledge and to ensure that children have the best possible experiences. There is use in being uncertain with information. Questions must be asked to find inconsistencies or contradictions. Hallet (2013) discusses how questioning is incredibly important for reflective practice. Being reflective avoids assumptions being made. Children benefit from practitioners’ reflections as it helps show what areas children best develop in. It is not just children that benefit from professionals’ reflections, it is the practitioners themselves that also benefit. It educates practitioners on what they can do to have a better response to situations which may arise. 
Models and theories of reflection
A model is used as an example of something. A model of reflection is an organised method that assists with evaluation and development. There are various models of reflection, they are useful in assisting practitioners with reflection. Despite having parallel stages, the models differ due to a varied number of stages Models of reflection guide individuals, so they can improve their understanding of concepts based on their own analysis. Driscoll’s model of reflection is one of the simpler models of reflection and requires less stages. Driscoll’s model was created in 2007. Driscoll’s model is based off three questions: What? So what? And now what? These three basic questions allow practitioners to assess their own experiences. It makes practitioners consider what they have learnt and make room to question whether they need to adapt anything or if what they are doing is working and to proceed as they have been. This model may be a good starting point for practitioners who are starting the reflective process as it is one of the simpler models and methods of reflection.
An alternative model of reflection is Kolb’s Experimental Learning Cycle was created in 1984 and consists of four distinct stages. 1. Concrete Experience, 2. Reflective observation. 3. Abstract Conceptualisation. 4. Active Experimentation. Kolb’s cycle is slightly more detailed than Driscoll’s and places emphasis on understanding. The first stage in this model describes how we all start with an experience whether that be experiences we have not had before or repeating old experiences. From the second stage, practitioners would be able to reflect on what can be improved in the future. The last stage requires any improvements to be applied. The University of Cambridge (2022) describes the Kolb’s model as like how children develop understanding through their experiences. Practitioners, like children can make decisions formed from prior experiences. 
Another reflective model is Gibbs’ Reflective Learning Cycle, it was created in 1988 by Graham Gibbs. This is one of the more commonly used reflective learning cycles among professional practitioners. Gibbs’ model includes the most stages and is one of the most complex models of reflection. The Gibbs reflective cycle contains six different stages which are: description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion, and action plan. Gibbs’ model is like other models as it starts with an experience. However, the model differs slightly as it places emphasis on feelings to make an analysis of the experience. Thompson (2015) would support the importance on feelings as he believes reflective practice requires a sensitivity. Professional practitioners by following each of these stages should be able to effectively reflect on their experiences and plan alternative improved conclusions. Expert program Management (2019) criticised Gibb’s reflective cycle due to the lack in reference to critical thinking. However, Gibbs’ reflective cycle may be beneficial to someone starting off their reflective practice voyage. 
There are various other models of reflection which may be better suited to certain practitioners, but these models work as a guide and a good place to start. As practitioners improve, they may find alternative methods more beneficial than others. Reflective models offer a clear and well organised structure to follow when reflecting. These reflective models can assist in improving other important skills such as organisation and assist in the critical thinking process. Reflective allow practitioners to have the ability to analyse different aspects of a situation.
Donald Schon supports reflective theory. He is under the belief that practitioners can use their reflective skills to create their own individual theories. Schon (1992) discusses how practitioners may reflect in action and reflect on action. Reflection in action refers to reflecting as a situation is occurring. It allows practitioners to reflect on a situation as it is arising. On the other hand, reflection on action refers to reflecting to a situation after it has happened, this allows room to consider what may need to be done to improve in the future. An early year’s practitioner using reflection on action would be able to reflect on children’s previous activities to see where the children make the best development. An example of a practitioner using reflection in action could be teaching a class a particular subject and observing the children if they do not understand. Observing this would help to identify what they do or don’t understand. 
Cambridge Community (No date) explain that there are alternative ways in which to develop reflective practice such as: self-questioning, experiment with new ideas, discussions with colleagues, discussions with children and observations. Reflective models are just one of multiple different ways to better practitioners reflective practice skills and understanding. 
Reflection within early years setting
Reflective practice improves both understanding and the quality of work. Zwozdiak-Myers (2012) discusses how teachers reflecting and analysing their lessons improves children’s learning. Group reflection is important in professional development. Teachers or colleagues can analyse each other’s work and give their own opinions on what they think may or may not be working. Being reflective allows professionals to be critical of their work and allows room for judgements to be made. Malthouse and Roffey- Barentsen (2017) state how an important part of reflection for early years practitioners is self-evaluating what they have taught. Practitioners can listen to others’ views of their work and use the feedback for improvement. Collaboration is an important aspect within the early year’s workforce. Rushton and Suter (2012) explain the importance of collaborative reflective practice and state that it is exceptionally developmental. When practitioners are reflective, they avoid being subjective. Having more than one person’s opinion can help practitioners obtain a better understanding. Practitioners may find that their colleagues have had success doing a certain activity whereas they have not, they can reflect upon this to see why their activity may not have been such a success. It is from this reflection that practitioners can see what may be working well for some children and not as well for other children. It is important that practitioners have good communication and positive relationships with children’s families. Dunhill (2017) states that effective communication is central to working with children and their families. Good communication is key when working as an early year’s practitioner. Practitioners can converse with children’s parents and can suggest that parents reflect at home. Practitioners can then work alongside parents and from the reflection process can identify problems, possible triggers for children and the come up with possible solutions. Cambridge Community (No date) discusses how reflective practitioners ensure that all children make the best development and progress possible. The Reflective accounts form can serve as a helpful tool to document reflection. The forms layout makes it easier to identify what areas may have gone well and what areas may not. This can assist in showing what steps to take in the future. These forms can be kept so that further in the future you can look back on them. The reflective accounts form may be given to you in your work practice. 
Conclusion
To conclude, by following the methods discussed, a professional practitioner should be able to begin reflecting. Being reflective enables practitioners to challenge their initial thoughts and judgements. Reflection is of high importance when it comes to professional development, the skill allows professional practitioners to assess their findings and find better solutions to problems. Practitioners can use reflection to be critical of themselves and to understand children’s attainment and developments. They can use reflection to assess abilities and use it as an aid for any future planning. A reflective practitioner continuously improves and betters their own understanding and professional development. 

