What does it mean to be reflective? 
To be reflective is to look back and evaluate the day or series of events and consider if anything could have been done differently for a better outcome or result. Reflective practice or practice that has been considered, has been linked to looking in a mirror and looking through a window (Jones and Pound, 2008, cited in the reflective early years practitioner, P.27). Learning to be reflective can be difficult if the practitioner does not understand what being reflective in practice means. Reflective practice is a ‘never ending journey’ involving personal and professional qualities and attributes as the individual becomes part of a community of early years practice (Appleby, 2010, cited in the reflective early years practitioner, p.126). Reflection can be an experience that is shared among peers or directly with the children the practitioner is working with, for example, if a task is set for the children to complete and the results were not as expected the practitioner could ask the children what they think went wrong during the task and how the practitioner could have helped them achieve better results. Looking back on a situation or task and analysing or breaking down step by step what could have gone differently is to be reflective. 
Critical thinking is a capacity to work with complex ideas whereby a person can make effective provision of evidence to justify a reasonable judgement. The evidence, and therefore the judgement, will pay appropriate attention to context. (Moon 2005, Discussion Paper Text - J Moon (escalate.ac.uk)
To think critically of the context in question is to reflect on what happened and why it happened that way. As Moon (2005) describes to justify a reasonable judgement on the event one must think critically and in turn reflect.
Introduction
To reflect is to give something serious thought or consideration, as a professional practitioner this is a skill that is highly recommended to learn and put into practice. Schon, (1987, cited in the reflective early years practitioner p.5) introduced the notion of the professional practitioner as a practitioner who engages in reflective practice. It has been said that, When Practitioners engage in reflection, they can improve provision and practice by making informed decisions about whether their work with children is effective or not (Brookfield,1995, cited in the early years practitioner, p. 25). Dahlberg, (2007, cited in the reflective early years practitioner, p.24) once said that looking back through a reflective lens informs new ways of thinking of and developing professional practice to put policy into practice.
Reflection is an important skill to learn and use in early years as it makes for a professional practitioner. To be able to look back on something a practitioner did and learn from it or improve it can only improve the skill and knowledge of that practitioner. By breaking down the information we get from the Schon model of reflective practice we can better understand what it means and how to put it into practice. 
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How can the practitioner practice being reflective? 
Schon (1992, p.28) talks of two different types of reflection, Reflection in action and reflection on action. If the two different models were to be broken down, we would find that reflection in action would refer to someone thinking on their feet and anticipating any problems that may occur during the activity and using reflection to quickly have a conclusion with minimal interruption to the learner. Using the reflection in action method is probably the most used without the practitioner knowing, almost like a sixth sense or intuition, it comes naturally to the practitioner and falls seamlessly onto the learner and their experience. This practice should be encouraged among staff and children alike to help naturally push the practitioner into using reflective practice and building knowledge and confidence in a practical form. To use the method of reflection on action is to look back on the series of events and evaluate what could have been to make it better or to recognise what went well. This is also common practice in the early years settings and is a method used in situations such as staff meetings, parents evening or circle time. Using the reflection on action method is a pen to paper form of reflection and can be seen as a tick box exercise or a way to ensure the practitioner is reflecting on each student or peer as an individual and a way to ensure the students or peers are not categorised as same level learners as their individual needs must always be met.

In the diagram by Gibbs (1988) the practitioner can see steps they can take to be reflective and conclude what they would have to change, if anything, in future practice, or how they could have made the learning experience better for the student and themselves or even to look at a situation and pick up on information and signs such as abuse, neglect or bullying. Reflective practice should always be honest and followed through with action to better the result or avoid failure, there is little point in reflecting on a situation if the practitioner does not intend on better themselves or their students, and this would not make for a professional practitioner. 

One framework of reflective practice used regularly in early years is the CARL framework. Context – Explain what happened, Action – Explain what actions you took, Results – Explain what happened as a result of your actions, Learning – Identify what you have learned. Looking at the CARL framework of reflective practice it claims that ‘One potential challenge with using this model is that it encourages you to describe throughout - that is describe the context, the actions, and results and only think about implications in learning. While there can be benefits from solely describing as it can make you aware of the consequences of your actions, describing is not the same as being critically reflective. To ensure that you remain reflective throughout, keep asking yourself the question why – ‘why did I do what I did?’ etc’. This framework is a guide to help the practitioner understand the tick box questions they should be asking to be able to full reflect on the event and come up with an action plan to better the event for future practice and build good communication skills with both staff and students to be able to understand what is required of the practitioner and who the change is going to benefit. Combining the CARL framework with Gibbs 1988 and Schon 1983 methods the practitioner has a high chance in being successful in practicing reflectively in the early years setting and proving quality care and teaching in their setting. 




Why is it important to be reflective? 
I contrast this notion of effective reflective practice with rationalizing one’s practice which I believe is commonly misconstrued as reflection. Reflection is effective when it leads the teacher to make meaning from the situation in ways that enhance understanding so that she or he comes to see and understand the practice setting from a variety of viewpoints. Loughran is also recorded saying that ‘Clearly, the ability to be an effective reflective practitioner is crucial in the development of knowledge of this kind and it is this knowledge that is documented that helps to highlight the distinction between reflection and rationalization of practice. (Loughran 2002)
 Using this information as a starting point the practitioner can see that reflection is an important skill to use daily in the early years setting. Using reflective practice in the setting can help the practitioner continually improve knowledge and understanding of the importance of learning and developing their own skills as well as the students. Being reflective as a group and individually is a good way to build on relationships with peers and students and help with any ongoing problems or issues within the setting, and improve communication skills. 
In an online blog it is explained that reflection is seen as essential skill for an early year’s practitioner. Reflection should be used to meet the children’s needs such as, ensuring any learning obstacles are dealt with efficiently and their basic needs of love and care are prioritised. Reflection is also used for personal and professional development and for the support of families. Building professional working relationships and gaining confidence to ask for advice or make important decisions to benefit everyone involved is an important part of reflective practice in early year’s education and should be used with the needs of the child at the forefront of everything the practitioner does. (Louise Jackson 2022). 
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Conclusion
To summarise being reflective whilst practicing as an early year’s practitioner helps the practitioner build on their own knowledge and the knowledge of the student. The practitioner is able to use reflection as a form of learning and put into practice what they learn to make their teaching experience more powerful and relatable to the student. It is recommended that every practitioner learn the skills required to be a reflective practitioner and learn how to fit this into their curriculum and empower other practitioners and students to use the tools available to them such as the Gibbs 1988 reflective cycle or the CARL framework. Using the methods that have been discussed will make for a professional reflective practitioner. 
CARL reflective framework. Available at The CARL framework of reflection | The University of Edinburgh
Gibbs reflective cycle 1988. Available at: Reflective Practice: Models and Process – BusinessBalls.com
Promoting reflective practice in early years 
Reflection encourages deeper understanding of actions and more sustainable learning that can lead to improvement in professional practice and provide the learner with abilities and skills to engage with their own learning and development (Beaney, 2004; Paige-smith and craft, 2011). Using reflection in teaching can be beneficial for the practitioner, the children, and the families. Fisher, (1988) once stated that ‘If we can bring the process of learning to a conscious level, we can help children to be more aware of their own thought processes and help them to gain control or mastery over the organisation of their learning’. Making the children more confident and building their self-esteem, we can engage with the children and ask them where they can do better in their learning and what the practitioner can do better to support this, making the children reflect with the practitioner and collectively concluding makes for a better learning environment. Reflection In an early year’s setting could be used in different ways. It can be used to solve problems and make solutions or to look back on what the student has already learned and how the student feels it went, thus helping the student converse with the practitioner and discuss anything they may not understand or the things they felt went well in their work. Using subjects, the child is interested in and using this to help them with reflection can be a positive experience for the child and help them comprehend what you are asking of them.
 It was said by Katherine Houghton (2017) that ‘Children learn best when they are happy and settled so it’s important that they feel loved, cared for, comfortable and that you spend time really getting to know each child. It is important to reflect on relationships so you can establish if a particular relationship could be stronger. Take time to talk and play with children and remember things that they have talked about or show an interest in, this is where it is useful to be flexible with your teaching approach’. Houghton’s approach could mean that the practitioner needs to use a certain topic such as space to encourage a certain child to learn about other topics such as maths or science. By doing this the practitioner is building a positive relationship with the child and building rapport, and hopefully on reflection seeing progress in their learning and advancement in their academic and personal skills. 
It can be easy to get lost in reflection and forget why it needs to be practiced, but by having the frameworks and models to follow as step by step guides it is less likely to feel like a chore and more likely going to become second nature to the professional practitioner, worked into each module or working day for quality teaching and effective communication skills.
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