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Evaluating the use of reflective models

During employment, across a range of career paths, the individual is responsible for their performance and development as an autonomous learner. This is extremely relevant in early years as it is important to make independent and realistic evaluations of performance (Cottrell, 2019, p. 99). Reflection can occur formally or informally, on an individual level and within groups (Boud, Cressey and Docherty, 2006). Reflection is a critically important skill, as reflecting in depth helps practitioners realise shortcomings, improve performance and provide a foundation for further reflection (Odden, 2020). Following this, reflection has been the topic of study for many years, and numerous academics and theorists have created models of reflection, intended to make the practice more accessible for professionals across different vocations. The remainder of this section will evaluate the use of these models within early years practice, but begins with a discussion on Donald Schön’s theory on reflection.
 
According to Aubrey and Riley (2019, p. 182) Donald Schön heavily encouraged practitioners to critically reflect on their own work as a means of developing and improving their practice. Schön postulated the notion that improvement comes from reframing professional practice and he identified the importance of self-reflection for learning and improvement (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p. 182). Schön theorised that there are two specific types of reflection undertaken within what he called reflective practice, reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Reflecting in action embodies the idea of thinking on one’s feet, where a conscious evaluation takes place during a situation and any necessary changes are made. This should then be followed up by reflecting on action, either through discussion with a colleague or a recording of the event. This supports professional development as reflections should form a bank of ideas that practitioners can draw upon when needed in future (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p. 182).       

Schön’s theory of reflection forms a base for practitioners and is particularly relevant to the education sector, including early years practice. However, it is open to criticism as outlined in Thompson and Thompson (2008) that state his ideas have been oversimplified in being translated to practice, such as the tendency to take reflective practice literally and seeing it simply as a matter for pausing for thought. Thompson and Pascal (2012) also argue that Schön’s theory also neglects what they refer to as reflection for action, an aspect that includes the process of planning and forethought needed for practitioners to draw on experiences beforehand. In summary, Schön’s theory of reflection highly influential and that can be seen in models discussed below.

One influential model of reflection that is one of the most cited in educational research (Elkjaer, 2018) is David Kolb’s learning cycle. Kolb states that learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience (Kolb, 1984, p. 26). His cycle has 4 steps to it, firstly the learner has a concrete experience, which is then followed upon by a period of reflection. The next step is described as abstract conceptualisation, which leads on from reflection and includes asking colleagues. The final step in Kolb’s learning cycle is active experimentation, in which the learner practices the newly acquired knowledge. Although reflection is only specifically mentioned in one part of the cycle, it can be argued that it would play a huge part in the third part as well during which the learner would consult colleagues or literature. Although Kolb’s cycle is more a learning one that a reflecting one, reflections importance during the cycle is clear and highlights the importance of practitioners reflecting on practice to improve performance. Kolb’s cycle has been criticised for the lack of regard for cultural experiences and conditions (Cottrell, 2019, p. 203) and the fact that Kolb’s cycle fails to fully explore the nature of knowledge in depth, which given the cycle aims to explore the relationships between learning and knowledge is problematic (Jarvis, 1987).  However, although Kolb and his cycle face criticism, according to Tennant (2019), Kolb’s cycle provides excellent framework for planning teaching and learning activities and as a result, it could be argued that Kolb’s cycle is perhaps more useful to practitioners in the early years a means to plan and deliver better activities and facilitate better learning, than used as a reflective model for self-improvement. 

One cycle that is explicitly used for reflection, is Gibbs’ six step reflective cycle. The six stages are, a description of the experience, feelings and thoughts, an evaluation, analysis, a conclusion and finally the creation of an action plan to help in future. The cycle commonly includes cue questions for each stage, designed to make reflection easier for the practitioner. One obvious advantage of this cycle is that it is well structured and easy to follow, but quite importantly also allows for a reflection on feelings as well as actions (Lawrence, 2008). This is an important detail that ensures Gibbs’ reflective cycle can be used in many disciplines, and clearly is very practical for use in the early years. Gibbs’ model also allows practitioners to make sense of their experience but also gives chances to correct mistakes and make betterment for next time (Arumugam, Narayanan, Kathiravan and Nagalingam, 2017). Perhaps the most important aspect of Gibbs’ cycle is the action plan, as it ensures that by following this cycle, the practitioner has access to a document that ensures improvement for the next session or lesson by applying knowledge gained in the reflective process. Arguments of the limitation of Gibbs’ cycle are that it provides no guide to the achievement of better quality reflection, and possibly encourages relatively superficial form of reflection (Husebbø, O'Regan and Nestel, 2015). However, Gibbs’ cycle is clearly easy to follow, well-structured and an incredibly useful tool for self-reflection for practitioners in the early years. 

The final model I will discuss is Rolfe et al’s model of reflection. This model, published in 2001, at a glance is a far simpler cycle when compared to Gibbs’ cycle as it contains three steps. The three steps are commonly referred to as ‘what?’, ‘so what?’ and ‘what next?’. Rolfe et al’s cycle is considered useful for beginners in reflection, but also the inclusion of cue questions under each stage to guide critical thinking make it an incredibly useful model for all those seeking to reflect efficiently and critically (Skinner and Mitchell, 2016). The cycle is structured clearly and is easy to use. A criticism of Rolfe’s cycle, and indeed other similar cycles is that the reality of their use does not live up to its intentions. Whether that be due to encouraging superficial reflection, similar to criticism of Gibbs’s cycle, or for any other factors (Hilsdon, 2005). 

In summary, there are numerous reflective models designed to make the practice of reflection easier or more accessible for practitioners for various purposes. The fact that there are so many is a testament to the importance of critical reflection for practitioners’ development. Some models or cycles are more suited to others for certain professions, but all the models evaluated above are relevant and useful to those working in the early years. No model escapes from criticism, therefore it is important for practitioners to evaluate these models to decide which are most suitable for their intended use. 


Element 2 – The importance of reflective practice
What is reflective practice?

Reflection can easily be described as looking back at your own actions and evaluating them. Reflective practice therefore, is the act of reflection and the process of continually improving through engagement, where critical thinking is a necessary feature (Ng et al., 2014). 

Reflective practice is an essential skill within education, including the early years. It is vital that as practitioners’ previous actions are evaluated critically, advice is sought upon to improve for future situations, and then implemented when the time arrives. It is viewed by some that despite reflections prominence within teaching, the pressure to meet standards of student performance can result in teaching being focused on expediency and efficiency, less informed by reflection. Others cite that time constraints and a crowded curriculum can restrict engagement with reflection (Ng et al., 2014). However, there is a demand that teachers engage with reflection, and more specifically in Wales, the EWC professional learning passport (PLP) has been created to aid with reflection. 

The roots of reflection stretch back to Socrates, but it’s modern history probably begins with John Dewey whose simple claim of we learn by doing and realising what came of what we did was a huge influence on psychologists, theorists radical educationalists (Rolfe, 2002). Reflection is a critical skill for early years practice, and further details in this briefing paper will provide practitioners with a base to go and develop their critical reflective skills. 







What is the purpose of reflection?

Throughout the 20th and 21st century, many theorists and academics have tried to highlight the importance of reflection, not only within education but across many vocations, such as nursing. This highlights the importance of refection, as it is demanded from professionals to further their knowledge and improve their performance. 

This section aims to highlight the purpose of reflection, but also why we partake in it, as encouraged by local authorities and central governments. 

The purpose of reflective purpose at its core, is that practitioners can look back at what has been done, be that an activity planned or simply mannerisms in the classroom, and be critical of it to improve in future. By doing this, they are encouraging self-learning and simply promoting continuous improvement. Learning to learn is an essential skill, alongside accepting responsibility for one’s own learning and development (Helyer, 2015).  

Reflection is a skill valued across careers, and continuous learning is a skill that is essential for workers who are both adaptive and valuable. Being a reflective practitioner enhances what we can bring to a job role, and the development of career plans (Helyer, 2015). We can see from this that good reflection skills are what makes individuals stand out, and is one of many reasons as to why we partake in it. 

Another reason reflective practice is encouraged, perhaps more in the education sector, is because when practitioners understand how learning happens, it is massively beneficial to the children they teach. Simply, a greater understanding of how people learn will improve the learning of those individuals who are taught by the practitioner.
In summary, this is a brief overview of the purpose of reflection, and why as practitioners we partake in it. Further information can be found in literature and research articles. 
































Kolb’s reflective cycle

(Center for Teaching, n.d.)











Reflective models/cycles. 

As reflection can seem hard to begin with, and even more difficult to do it critically, numerous academics and theorists have created reflective models, or cycles, to provide a guide for practitioners. The model to the right is of Gibbs’ model of reflection (Gibbs, 1998). This is one of the most famous and cited models, and is a six step model that includes the following:

· A description of an experience.
· Your feelings and thoughts of the experience.
· An evaluation, good or bad.
· Analysis to make sense. 
· Conclusion about what you learned.
· Action plan, to help with similar situations in future.

Cue questions to help understand each stage are available, and following this very clear and structured reflective model is a fantastic way of easily and gradually getting yourself familiar with critical reflection and give a base for future reflections. 

The Rolfe et al model:
Published in 2001 by Gary Rolfe and his colleagues, this is a simpler reflective model when compared to Gibbs’ as it only contains 3 stages/steps. These are structured in the form of questions:

· What
· So what?
· What next?

As you can see, at first glance the steps seem quite vague. However, with the inclusion of cue questions as provided in the image above, we start to see that Rolfe et al’s model does have detail in it. The model more or less leaves it up to practitioners to delve at the level of reflection they wish to complete. However, to fully get the benefits of critical reflection, it is essential that practitioners try and engage with the model with as much detail as possible, as opposed to a superficial level, to fully reap the benefits. 

(The University of Sheffield, n.d.)















How do we reflect?

Without an idea of knowing what to do, or how to even start, critical refection can seem to be a challenging, vague and distant concept. 

Fortunately, academics and theorists studying the idea of reflection and the benefits that come with good practice, have devised reflective models or cycles, that are looked at in more detail on this page. 

To start, practitioners must have a concrete experience to base their reflection, and use the feelings and actions involved with that experience to truly evaluate it critically. The practitioner must be completely honest, and explore both the good and bad elements of the experience to truly reflect critically. 

Following this, it is advised the practitioner seeks out literature or the help of colleagues to come up with ideas of improving that experience if it is repeated in future. By doing this, the practitioner is already practising self-continuous learning and arming them with the knowledge of what to do in this situation should it arise in future. 

The final step would be to conclude the experience by bringing together the recommendations and findings, to improve future performance. More detail on how to reflect following these models is provided. 



































(UCD Teaching and Learning / Resources, n.d.)
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	Brief description of the activity 

	
The activity carried out was as an outdoor scavenger hunt in the grounds of a welsh primary school where the Cylch Meithrin setting I volunteer at is located. There were 6 children involved with this activity all of the age of 2 and were supported by 3 adults.  


	Aim/Objective of the activity

	
· Aim - To promote children’s understanding of concepts of shapes. 
· The children will be able to recognise basic shapes (circle, square, triangle).
· Children will be able to relate simple shapes to real life examples. 
· Aim - Children will be able to recognise different colours of objects.
· The children will be able to recognise different colours of objects by using he support of the cue cards provided. 
· Children will be able to relate colours to real life examples. 
· Children will be able to sort objects by colour. 
· Aim - Children will be able to say the names of the objects that we find in welsh.
· Practitioners will support the children by using the immersion method.
· The children will expand their basic vocabulary. 


	Your role

	
During this activity led by the leader of the Cylch Meithrin my role was to support the children in numerous ways. 

My first designated role for this activity was to support and guide children with the discovery of objects around the setting. In preparation for the activity, I worked with other practitioners to support the children in recognising what objects we could find on the scavenger hunt. During the activity itself I supported children to identify the correct objects that we were looking for by relaying back to the que cards. 

The second role I was given was to help and support the children to distinguish the different shapes and colours of the objects. When we encountered an object I would pass the object to the children to encourage engagement and to reinforce language development via repetition.

The third role I was given was to mitigate any health and safety risks that may occur during the activity. This is an important role as being in an outside setting whilst doing the activity increases health and safety alongside safeguarding risks. 

The last role I was given was to reinforce the development of the welsh language. I carried this role out by using repetition whilst saying objects names alongside using the immersion method. 




	Positive aspects

	
One positive aspect of this activity was the development of the welsh language. Being in a welsh medium setting there is an expectation on practitioners to develop welsh language skills in young children. To do this, we follow a method encouraged by Mudiad Meithrin called the immersion method. 

During the activity, we practise the immersion method by communicating only in welsh with the children and encourage reciprocation. During the activity, I noticed that children were recognising objects colours and shapes by their welsh name, which shows me that the children are gaining confidence with their language skills. 

To develop this aspect further we could use these objects for the central focus in further activities, developing the children’s knowledge further and to continue reinforcing the colours, objects and shapes while developing their welsh language development. 

Another positive aspect of this activity was the development of the children’s emotional well-being from learning in an outdoor environment. There have been numerous research articles published detailing the benefits of outdoor learning and these alongside the foundation phase curriculum were the reasons that this activity took place outdoors. 

The impact of this activity on childhood emotional wellbeing due to it taking place outdoors has encouraged the leader to plan more in future. Through this we hope to develop them further. 


	Challenging aspects 

	
One of the aspects I found challenging during this activity was trying to retain the concentration of the children for the duration of the activity. Even though we had a ratio of 2 to 1 children due to the outdoor and the variety of objects, shapes and colours around the setting children seemed distracted at times. In similar situations before I have been able to work with one child indoors for their total concentration but the nature of this activity meant it was not possible. 

Another challenging aspect to this activity was encouraging the children to explore different objects independently with limited support when needed. We were keen to have the children engage in self-directed exploration to maximise the benefits of the activity. However, when doing the activity, the children were more reluctant to explore than expected. This could be caused by a number of factors and one of which would be that we hadn’t done many outdoor activities with this group of children and as such they were more reserved and less impulsive than they would be with more experience. 


	What knowledge did you demonstrate?

	
During the activity, I demonstrated good knowledge of when to let the children be more autonomous and when to step in with a little more support. As mentioned above, the children were timid and so I had to work harder to get the children engaged and promote the idea that they could leave my side and explore the objects individually or in pairs.


Therefore, I had to decide at the time to step back a little when they started to display more confidence and only get involved when they brought something to me so we could cross it off the list and discuss what we had found. I was pleased with my decision making at the time and feel I managed to demonstrate an ability to think on my feet to get the best out of the activity. 

Another example of knowledge I demonstrated during the activity was my knowledge of promoting numeracy in the early years. I demonstrated this by supporting the children effectively when discussing shapes. When the children would discover an object and bring it back for discussion I would use the cue cards to ensure the children understood the shapes and how they relate to the real-life counterparts. If the children reacted positively I would then use further questioning to deepen their understanding for example asking the children to sort the objects into groups by shape or by colour.


	What skills did you demonstrate?

	
One skill I felt I demonstrated effectively was my communication skill and as a result how I worked as part of a team to ensure the effectiveness of the activity. Being on placement it is vital I build good relationships with the cylch meithrin leader and other staff to contribute positively to the learning environment and ensure learning takes place in a happy, relaxed and safe environment. Good communication skills are the basis for forming and developing good relationships with others, and the fact I demonstrated these ensured this activity worked well.

Another skill I demonstrated to a good standard was patience. I feel whilst working with children at a young age this is a critical skill for practitioners, as children can often be distracted or overwhelmed when completing an activity, so I try and ensure that I take my time with the children so that they get the best out of it. For this activity in particular I had to be patient when discussing objects with them as once they had developed confidence they were eager to collect more, so I had to ensure they had discussed the object enough before moving on. 



	What could be done differently in future?  Why?

	
In future, one thing that could have been done differently was giving the children more of an experience learning in the outdoors before this activity. I believe that doing this would have reduced how nervous some of the children were when doing the activity and also encouraged more self-directed learning. Giving them more outside activities before had would have made the change in learning environment less of a shock, and I know this is something that the cylch meithrin intend to change and do more of. 

Another thing that could be done differently in future is lessening the amount of aims and objectives for the activity and concentrating on one element of the objects. I found that too much time was taken with each object as we discussed the name shape and colour of each one. I feel the activity would be better suited broken up into three separate ones for these aim, making it easier for the children to focus on the elements one at a time. 





















Element 4 Personal Development Plan

	Area for further development 
	Why?
	How?
	Who/Where?
	When?

	Welsh language writing skills.
	The reasons for developing these further are I currently lack confidence, and I would like to work in a welsh medium setting where good welsh language writing skills are mandatory. 
	To develop further in this area, I could take a course to further my understanding in the area and seek guidance from senior practitioners at work.
	The leader at the cylch meithrin can provide guidance. Evening courses are provided by collages and organisations such as the Coleg Cymraeg.
	I would like to feel more confident by the end of my degree, ready for employment.

	Safeguarding 
	I would like to develop my knowledge in safeguarding due to it being an essential area of working with children. 
	I could attend training courses to achieve this. I can also familiarise myself with safeguarding laws through research. 
	Training courses are offered through work for free or there are various courses online for a small fee. 
	I aim to develop my knowledge by the end of this academic year ready for my placement next year. 

	Gain experience with children with ALN needs.
	I aim to gain experience working with children that have ALN as I have had limited opportunities in the past. 
I’d like to gain more experience to explore the possibility of future careers in this avenue. 
	To gain more experience with working with ALN children I could volunteer in ALN settings or support groups. I could take evening courses learning about different additional needs. 
	Volunteering in ALN settings and support groups in the local area such as STF units located at schools across Swansea. I could also attend training courses provided by my workplace. 
	My aim is to gain more experience by the end of my degree to prepare myself for future employment.

	Develop Sign Language skills.
	I aim to develop sign language skills to become a more inclusive practitioner. This would help me provide support to a greater variation of children.
	To develop my sign language skills further I can take evening courses. I could also learn at home.
	There are many courses available in the local area, through Gower College or Swansea deaf centre. I can develop further practice at home through online courses or YouTube.
	I have started to develop my skills during placement and hope to develop them further over the course of my studies.

	Develop my understanding in first aid.
	The reason for developing these skills further are to improve my employability and usefulness in placement. 
	To develop my first aid skills further I can attend training or join first aid organisations.
	To develop my first aid skills further I intend to access training through my workplace and if needed join St Johns Ambulance.
	I would like to develop my understanding as soon as possible as it is always useful.

	Develop my familiarity with the new curriculum.
	One reason for developing familiarity with the new curriculum is to improve employability. Another is to prepare for future studies and employment.
	To develop my familiarity with the new curriculum I intend on undertaking research through University and online resources.
	To gain knowledge I can discuss with university lectures and senior practitioners in my placement. I can also read through new curriculum guidance published online. 
	I’d like to gain more knowledge by the end of my degree ready for future studies such as a PGCE and employment. 

	More experience within planning activities in my placement. 
	I would like to have more experience planning activities as I can contribute more to the cylch meithrin. 
	I will achieve this by working closely with other staff and plan some independent activities for the children. 
	I will need to work closely with senior practitioners at my placement to plan more activities, and they can help make sure the activities are to a good standard. 
	I would like to start being able to plan engaging activities independently by the end of this academic year. 

	Develop my confidence in professional communication.
	I would like to develop my confidence in professional communication to be able to communicate with parent, agencies and practitioners better.
	To do this I will seek advice and examples from lecturers and senior staff at my placement.
	The people who could help me with this include the cylch meithrin leader, who can give me examples of how to communicate with parents and agencies. 
	I aim to develop this skill on my placement, and achieve a good level of confidence by graduation. 
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