Briefing Paper: The Importance of Reflective Practice in Early Years Education

What is Reflection and Reflective Practice?

Reflection involves critically analysing one’s actions and experiences to improve future practice. Dewey (1933) described it as “active, persistent, and careful consideration” of beliefs and experiences. Schön (1983) later expanded this idea, defining reflective practice as a continuous process of “reflection-in-action” (thinking while doing) and “reflection-on-action” (thinking after doing).

In Early Years (EY) education, reflective practice means practitioners analyse their work with children, families, and colleagues to enhance learning and care. It transforms daily experiences into professional growth opportunities, leading to improved outcomes for children (Lindon and Trodd, 2016).

Why Reflective Practice is Important in Early Years Education

Reflective practice underpins professionalism in EY settings. It enables practitioners to question assumptions, challenge bias, and adapt to children’s diverse needs (Hallet, 2013). It supports accountability by encouraging professionals to evaluate how their work aligns with the EYFS and ethical standards (McMahon and Dyer, 2018). Reflection also enhances wellbeing and resilience by helping practitioners process complex emotions and identify areas for development (Lindon and Trodd, 2016).

Overall, it ensures practice remains inclusive, ethical, and responsive to the needs of every child.

Theoretical Foundations

Dewey (1933) viewed reflection as active reasoning and learning from experience. Schön (1983) developed this further through reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, showing how professionals learn during and after experiences. Their ideas form the basis of widely used reflective models such as Gibbs (1988), Kolb (1984), and Driscoll (1994).

Comparing Reflective Models

Reflective models provide structured ways to review experiences and improve practice.

· Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) has six stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan. It encourages emotional awareness and structured analysis.
Advantages: Comprehensive and systematic; includes emotional insight.
Limitations: Time-consuming and sometimes repetitive (McMahon and Dyer, 2018).

· Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984) includes Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualisation, and Active Experimentation. It links experience to theory and mirrors EY observation and planning cycles.
Advantages: Encourages application of learning and professional experimentation.
Limitations: Less emphasis on emotion; assumes a linear learning process.

· Driscoll’s ‘What?’ Model (1994) simplifies reflection into What? So What? Now What? offering a quick, action-based approach.
Advantages: Simple, adaptable, and ideal for daily reflection.
Limitations: Can lack depth for complex or emotional issues (Hallet, 2013).

Comparison: Gibbs’ model supports detailed reflection and emotional depth; Kolb focuses on learning from experience; Driscoll promotes speed and practicality. Using them flexibly allows practitioners to reflect effectively across different situations (Lindon and Trodd, 2016).

Conclusion

Reflective practice is central to Early Years professionalism, linking theory to practice and promoting inclusion, ethics, and continuous learning. Grounded in Dewey’s and Schön’s theories, it empowers practitioners to evaluate experiences critically and enhance the quality of their work. Models such as Gibbs, Kolb, and Driscoll each contribute unique strengths deep analysis, experiential learning, and quick reflection helping practitioners remain self-aware, adaptable, and committed to high-quality, inclusive Early Years education.
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