
Academic critique
Current Thinking and the use of Reflective Practice for Teaching and Learning


This academic critique will review and analyse the current thinking relating to the use and value of reflective practice for teaching and learning.   This will identify the role of reflective practice within the educational sector, and also analyse the limitations and restraints of using reflective practice as a means of evaluating.  This critique will look closely at Gibbs reflective cycle (1988), whilst also acknowledging other key reflective models used in both education and other professions.
The role of reflective practice is widely recognised in a variety of professional areas, including social care, education, management and the health service .  However, Fook et al (2006) cited Finlay (2008) highlights that: “Within different disciplines and intellectual traditions…what is understood by ‘reflective practice’ varies considerably…Multiple and contradictory understandings of reflective practice can even be found within the same discipline”.   
In postgraduate programmes, students are expected to engage in reflective practice; reflecting on their accumulated skills and knowledge .  Paterson & Chapman, (2013), identify that an individual who reflects throughout their practice supersedes purely looking to the past events and actions, and instead consciously considers their experiences, responses and emotions.  Bassot (2016) supports that, a true reflective approach requires deeper thinking and questioning in regard to feelings and assumptions, developing a greater self-awareness: critical reflective practice.  

Learning experiences take place on a daily basis without always being recognised, and in many forms; through our actions, conversation and information gathered .  According to : “Reflective Practice is the foundation of professional development; it makes meaning from experience and transforms insights into practical strategies for personal growth and organisational impact”.  In relation to teaching and learning  supports that:

when teacher educators reflect on their practical knowledge or understanding of what ‘works’, or lesson content, process, product, students’ readiness, interest and learning styles, this enables them to teach effectively and enhance students’ learning.

In practice there may be situations faced with uncertainties or difficulties, accompanied by the feelings of being powerless when the theory does not fit, or something does not go to plan.  Dewey (1933) identifies that uncertainty and doubt is a vital part of effective reflection cited .  Heyler (2015) found that individulals conciously reflect to comprehend events and hopefully then subsequently enhance and add meaning; in order to learn from past mistakes and avoid of a repeat of such events.  This type of reflective practice is increasingly related to reflecting on action .  According to , as recognised my Donald Schon: “There are four stages to this process: Re-inhabit (relive the experience), Reflect (notice what was going on), Review (critically analyse the situation), Reframe (capture new understanding)”.  In addition, Schon (1983, p.54) also identifies reflection in action, as the ability to spontaneously alter actions or ‘think on your feet’ in response to unpredictable occurrences.          
Established work-based learning (WBL) programmes integrate modules to include active reflection based on past, present and future plans to encourage a continuous reflection of their practice and reduce complacency .  However, according to Loughran (2002, p.35): “A Problem Is Unlikely to Be Acted On if It Is Not Viewed as a Problem”; highlighting the necessity to see the problem from different perspectives to avoid the problem being misplaced or being left unrecognised.  There is also a limited amount of theory discussing the evidence linking and discussing the learning outcomes from reflective practice .   Nevertheless, if managed effectively reflection can help students reveal tacit knowledge (knowing-in-action), and therefore enhance their learning experience .  This is supported by mheducation (n.d.) stating that: 
The real teaching environment is where theory is applied, tested and evaluated.  Theory is never used rigidly, nor does it provide all the answers to the problems teachers encounter. It is, however, the starting point for developing teaching and learning in practice”. 
There is the additional argument that for some individuals may find reflective practice uncomfortable and therefore difficult to apply analytically, and may instead be too readily applied in an untimely, mechanical and in an unthinking manner.   
A constant emphasis on self-improvement can also have the diverse effect of creating feelings of self-rejection/disapproval (Quinn, 1988, 2000).
The concept of combining theory and practice is identified in Kolb’s (1984) experimental learning cycle, and Gibbs’ (1988) reflective cycle ‘learning by doing’, both incorporating senses and feelings to their frameworks.  .  “Kolb suggests that reflective observation transforms concrete experiences into learning experiences” .  Gibbs extended his model to promote systematic thinking related to the stages of an activity or experience; starting with a description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and ending with an action plan, in a continuous cycle to help make sense of these and the subsequent outcomes.  This is a model widely used in nursing and education .    

There is an array of theory to be found on reflection and models for assist in the process of reflection.  The application of models such models is used widely in a variety of professional areas.  There is contradictory understanding surrounding what reflective practice is.  To be truly effective, reflection should be applied constantly and not only focus on past events, but by questioning feelings and assumptions.  This will develop self- awareness and meaning from experience to apply and transform the learning to future to practical strategies for personal development.  The ability to accumulate tacit knowledge in teaching and applying it on the spot is a vital part of teaching effectively, that is supported by engaging in reflective practices in a work-based environment.  Reflection plays an important role in avoiding complacency that can affect learning and practice outcomes.  It must be recognised that reflection is personal and may not always be perceived as a positive and could in fact have the opposite desired effect.  It should be taught and encouraged as a tool to improve personal development and practices.
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