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The theory of reflection and reflective practices. 

Dewey (1933, as quoted in Pollard 2014, p68) argues that reflection is important to professional development through routinised and reflective teaching. The routinised method of thinking is described as 

that of trial and error, the act of trying out new methods or concepts during teaching activities and interaction with others.  The reflective teaching comes when a practitioner feels the need to revisit an 

incident or event that is felt to be incomplete, or the outcome of an event is unclear.  He describes five stages to follow during reflective experiences.  The doubt and possible confusion regarding the 

outcome of a situation, followed by a conjectural anticipation, a tentative look at the outcome and a superficial probe into what aspects need addressing and why.  This stage is followed by a careful survey 

where the practitioner examines, explores and analyses in depth to clarify and define where improvement or change is needed.  The consequent elaboration of the hypothesis, the changes a person 

believes are the correct ones to improve, and finally putting the hypothesis, or ideas, developed in the previous steps into action and ultimately put to the test.  

Schon (2007, as stated in Hallet 2013) developed the concept of a reflective practitioner, a person who will reflect upon their experience.  He believes that there are two processes through which a 

professional may reflect, reflection in action and reflection on action. Professionals may reflect during an activity, reflecting in action, whether it be a task set in the classroom, an activity outdoors or a 

conversation with a colleague or parent.  They should be able to assess how a situation is developing and changing focus or tact, if needed, as the event is happening.  They may do this by drawing on 

prior knowledge and learning to adapt to developing situations.  They may change their behaviour, approach or elements of the task, at the time, thereby demonstrating reflecting in action.  Schon argues 

that the act of reflection in action is spontaneous and intuitive (1983, as stated in Pollard 2014, p71).  The act of reflection on action is the task of looking deeper into an event, a practitioner may plan and 

carry out an activity with the intention and purpose of reviewing the activity in-depth at a later time or date.  Reflecting on practice allows a practitioner to assess, analyse and improve one’s practices, 

linking practice to theory and assessing and identifying areas in need of improvement and the steps needed to implement those ideas. (Schon 2007, as quoted in Hallet 2013). 

Reflection in the Early Years Setting 

Wilson (2016) believes that reflective practice is the review of experience, however, this is only a start to describing the techniques and the steps needed to really understand what is going on in any given 

situation, what is working and what needs re-evaluating.  Wilson uses Moon’s (2009) technique of the Graduated Scenario to apply the theory of reflection to practice.  This allows the practitioner to look 

back at an event several times, each time allowing their observations and reflections to broaden on each recount.  For example, on first looking back on an event, a person takes note of what they believed 

happened, examining why this event needs to be revisited, what were their actions or reactions?  What issues they identified as needing addressing?  On a second reflection, examining the views and 

opinions of others, how they perceived the event, their opinions and advice on how to improve future outcomes.  On a third reflection, examining and deciding what actions could be taken to improve own 

practice and that of others to the benefit of everyone within the setting. 

 

 

What is reflective practice and why do we reflect? 

It is suggested that today in the ever-evolving world of early years provision, practitioners are required to be up to date with training and qualifications to ensure they are providing the best possible 

environment to ensure that our young people have an inspiring, healthy and confident start to lifelong learning.  An emerging trend in recent years, although not a new topic in itself, is the art of reflection 

and reflective practice (Hallet 2013).  This paper aims to provide practitioners with a guide to understanding the theory and developing the skills recommended when reflecting on practice. 

Boyd and Fales (1983, quoted in Farrelly 2010) suggests that: 

“Reflection is the process of internally examining and exploring an issue of concern, triggered by an experience, which creates and clarifies meaning in terms of self, and which results in a 

changed perspective.” 

Reflection is an activity that practitioners may come to use every day, they may adapt activities as they are happening, they may change their approach and style of communication as a conversation 

evolves (Schon 2007, as quoted in Hallet 2013).  Successful practitioners should also be able to look back and reflect on a particular event with focus and purpose ensuring their practices and those of 

others are continually reviewed and improved.  Johns (2013) states that being a reflective practitioner is to be mindful of one’s practices and approaches either during an event or when looking back.  

Schon (1983, quoted in Myers 2013) similarly states that reflection should be focused and critical, a reflective practitioner should be able to look back at an event and question and scrutinise their own 

biases and prejudices to empower them to make balanced, well-informed decisions on how to improve their own practices and those within a setting.  Brock (2014) argues that reflection is about analysis, 

the assessment of a particular problem or issue from different viewpoints, it is a skill utilised and honed by professional practitioners to help improve their critical awareness and develop their 

understanding, thereby ensuring continual improvement for the children and families they support and work with and the wider community around them. 

Through reflection, practitioners become more aware of themselves, more able to identify their strengths and the areas of improvement and development needed (Tarrant 2013).  Fullan (2007, as quoted 

in Tarrant 2013) argues that in order for a professional practitioner to improve they need to measure oneself and be open about what they do, reflecting is a technique that should be used to facilitate and 

demonstrate this learning. 
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Gibbs model of reflection 
 
In 1988, Gibbs developed his Reflection cycle to demonstrate the techniques that practitioners should use to reflect on their practices, the 
cycle includes six steps for effective reflection and can be applied to repetitive situations or single events, the cycle also allows for different 
depths of reflection depending on time allotted and desired outcomes (University of Edinburgh 2010). 
 
The six stages are as follows: 
Description, what event or incident is being revisited, Feelings, the thoughts and feelings of those involved, Evaluation, both positive and 
negative and without prejudice or bias, Analysis, to help understand what occurred, Conclusion, the lessons learnt from the event and how 
things could have been done differently and Action Plan, implement any necessary changes and plan how to deal with a similar situation in 
the future as a result of the previous steps being taken. 
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Kolb (1984) cycle of reflection 

Kolb developed his cycle of reflection to guide professionals in their reflective practices, it was designed to help them learn from their experiences 

through reflective writing or as a guide on how to structure and evaluate thoughts. 

The guide has four stages, firstly, Concrete Evidence, this refers to the thing a person has experienced or possibly an aspect of something that 

has occurred.  Secondly, Reflective Observation, this stage requires a person to look back on the event from their own point of view, their feelings 

and thoughts at the time and how that interacts and connects to prior knowledge and skills.  Thirdly, Abstract Conceptualism, here a practitioner 

must evaluate their reflection, explain why they have come to that conclusion and acknowledge what went well and what needs improving, also 

highlighting areas for future exploration for present or future reflections.  Lastly, Active Experimentation, this is where you build a plan based on 

your reflective findings for future events, ensuring that your actions can be measured and achievable, this links back to the first stage by moving 

forward and gaining new experiences building on the lessons learnt from this reflection cycle.  

 Reflective Practice in action 

The professional practitioner should use reflective practice to improve the learning experiences and the setting environment for the children they work with, they can achieve this through building on and 

reflecting on existing knowledge and develop and improve that knowledge through education and continual professional development (Brock 2014).  Work based reflective learning is the idea that 

professional practitioners develop their reflective practices through work-based experiences.  A setting should provide support and the right conditions to allow and stimulate their workforce to work 

collaboratively on reflective practices, designating time for informal and formal reflective sessions, maybe partnering up less and more experienced staff to assist and encourage a practitioner through 

mentoring systems and providing comfortable, relaxing environments such as a welcoming staffroom to encourage reflective opportunities (Hallet 2013). 

The General Council for Northern Ireland (GTC NI) (2007, as quoted in Pollard 2014) gives an example of the standards expected of practitioners and the core values that each should uphold and 

demonstrate, the GTC NI highlights the importance of being reflective and learning through different dimensions, making use of experiences to develop different approaches and increase capacity for self- 

criticism and self-development.  Putting reflective theories into action is to help continually create the best provision possible for early years children.  It is an integral part of being a successful and effective 

professional practitioner, The theories discussed above could be put into practice in several ways within a setting, using a reflective journal, discussing and revisiting a situation with a colleague or mentor to 

help clarify thoughts and gain insight from a new perspective.  The consistent documenting of a child’s progress in their portfolios, making note of any observations to help build a wider understanding of 

each individual and maybe link previous experiences to identify trends.  By reflecting on how children react to an activity, Was it successful? Did they engage? What could be done to improve the activity in 

the future?  Does it need to be differentiated or adapted for specific Children?   

 

 

Conclusion  

Reflective practice is a skill that every early years practitioner should develop to continually improve and challenge procedures within a setting, (Farrelly 2010).  To be a successful practitioner, capable of 

creating and sharing in the joys of working within the early sector, reflective practice is a skill that is of upmost importance.  Appleby (2010, as quoted in Hallet 2013, p126) believes that “reflective practice 

is a never-ending journey involving personal and professional qualities and attributes”.  It is a journey that some may find easier to navigate than others but, is a journey that all practitioners should take to 

ensure that they provide the best quality provisions.  As a practitioner develops and grows in confidence and knowledge, the thoughts and reflection techniques described in this paper used should become 

an everyday task that will enrich the experiences of the children within the setting and encourage continual professional development to enable the early years provision to adapt and evolve as required. 
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