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Reflective Practice – What does it mean?



The Four Stages of Learning

Unconscious 
Incompetence

Don’t know what you 
can’t do

Try to do 
something

Conscious 
Incompetence

You know that 
you can’t do it 

(yet).

Learn to do 
something

Conscious 
Competence

You now know 
how to do the 

task

Unconscious 
Competence

You can now do 
the task without 
thinking about it

Perform the 
task
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pilot

Reflect & 
evaluate

Based on Crosbie (2005)



The Nine Dimensions of reflective Practice

adapted from Paula Zwozdiak-Myers  (2012)  

Dimension 7: Maximise 
the growth potential of 
clients - Inclusive and 

flexible practice.

Dimension 1: 
Study your field for 

personal 
improvement - Reflect 

regularly.

Dimension 3:
Link theory with 

practice - Use the 
literature.

Dimension 4: Question 
your personal theories 

and beliefs - Critical 
analysis.

Dimension 5: Consider 
alternative perspectives 

and possibilities -
Learning conversations.

Dimension 2: Evaluate 
your work using 

Research - Action 
research and Inquiry.

Dimension 6: 
Try out new strategies 
and ideas - Innovation.

Dimension 8: Enhance 
the quality of your 

organisation’s practice -
Effective practice.

Dimension 9: Continue 
to improve your 

practice- Professional 
development.

Metacognition 



Reflective Practice in practice
◦ In practical terms, reflective practice is a cycle which involves; 

◦ Planning some work, based on current knowledge and policies
◦ Carrying out the work
◦ Evaluation by self, by stakeholders, and colleagues 
◦ Research, dialogue, team meetings, strategic meetings
◦ Creating a new plan
◦ Carrying out work more effectively with increased positive outcomes for the people we work with



Reflective Practice in practice
We can use a range of evaluation tools that 
asked the following questions;

What have we tried?

What went well?

What could have been better?

What will we do differently next time?

What actions do we need to take to achieve 
this?



The Challenges of Reflective Writing

◦ Writing in a different way
◦ Writing a personal but objective account
◦ Using academic evidence in reflective writing
◦ Selecting the content
◦ The writing process
◦ Getting the language right



The Language of Reflective Writing –
‘person’

◦ Based on your own experience, so it is appropriate to use the first person: “I”
◦ However, most assignments containing reflective writing will also include academic writing
◦ You are therefore likely to need to write both 
◦ in the first person e.g. ‘I felt…‛ and 
◦ in the third person ‘(Smith 2009) proposes that …‛. 



The Language of Reflective Writing -
Rense

◦ Mixing experience with theory
◦ When writing about your reflections use the past tense as you are referring to a particular moment: I 

felt…. 
◦ When referring to theory use the present tense as the ideas are still current: Smith (2013) proposes 

that...



Reflective writing
◦ Involves an exploration and explanation of an event, experience or several connected events.
◦ May feel particularly difficult and more challenging than other forms of academic writing as it involves 

thinking and writing about anxieties and errors as well as successes in your interactions with an 
individual or group or when carrying out a practical task. 



Reflective writing
◦ Try to stand back from the situation, give some distance in time before reflecting
◦ Be as objective as possible. 
◦ Although you are writing about your own experiences and feelings, you need to be as rigorous and 

thorough as you would be for any other assignment.



The Reflective Practitioner

High Ground

Over-confident & 
Comfortable

Swampy 
Lowlands

Unsure & Scared    

‘Edge of Chaos’

No motivation to 
develop & improve    

No ability to develop & 
improve    

Based on Donald Schön (2016)

Where we test 
ourselves and learn 
from the process

Why are We Reflecting?

‘I don’t need to reflect’

Unable to 
reflect



Why are we reflecting?
Reflection on Action
Reflecting on a past event, action or experience in order 
to better understand ourselves and what happened

Reflection for Action
Learning from a past event, action or experience in 
order to better prepare ourselves for a similar event in 
the future

Reflection in Action
The ability to analyse a situation whilst it is occurring 
and to try new solutions or actions ‘in the moment’*

*Based on Donald Schön. Not as applicable to 
reflective writing



Different models of reflection: in, on, for
◦ a rapid intuitive process (in action) is not the 

same as a slower, more deliberate, process (on 
action, for action). 

◦ A reflective account is about analysing your 
experience (reflection on action). 

◦ However a really effective reflective 
practitioner uses this analysis to plan for future 
events 
◦ (reflection for action)

ERAUT, 1995, P.9-12



Models of Reflection
Kolb – Experiential Learning

‘Concrete’ Experience
Doing something / having 

an experience

Reflective Observation
Reviewing / Reflecting on 

the experience
Abstract 

conceptualising
Concluding / learning from 

the experience

Active 
Experimentation

Planning / trying out what 
you have learned



Models of Reflection
Gibbs – Reflective Model

Description
What Happened?

Feelings
What were you 

thinking or feeling?

Evaluation
What was good or 

bad about the 
experience?Analysis

What sense can you 
make of the 
situation?

Conclusion
What else could you 

have done?

Planning
If it happened again 
what would you do?



Models of Reflection
• Returning to experience – that is to say recalling or detailing salient events.

• Attending to (or connecting with) feelings – this has two aspects: using helpful feelings and 
removing or containing obstructive ones.

• Evaluating experience – this involves re-examining experience in the light of one’s intent and 
existing knowledge etc. It also involves integrating this new knowledge into one’s conceptual 
framework.

• What will I do differently next time?

Boud et al – Returning to Experience



Models of Reflection
O’Donnell et al – Reflecting for action

Observation of Experience
I found it difficult to……..

Reflection
What is this an example of? Conjecture #1, Conjecture #2, Conjecture #3

Information Gathering
What information do I need to understand what happened, who should I ask? 

Decision Making
Given what I have learned what is the best explanation of what happened?

Evaluation
What would be the best thing to 

do if it happens again?



Combining Reflection and Theory
◦ You will gain more marks for your reflective insights and not for the description of events, so keep your 

descriptions of what happened brief and to the point.

Reflective Insight = Experience x Theory + Policy

Over Time



Reflective Writing
◦ Produce a balance 
◦ by weaving together sections of ‘I thought… ‘I felt,…’ and the relevant academic theories. 
◦ This is more effective than having a section which deals with the theory and a separate section dealing 

with your experiences. 
◦ Try to avoid emotive or subjective terms.



Using Academic Evidence and Policy  in 
Reflective Writing

◦ You are aiming to draw out the links between theory and practice. So you will need to keep comparing 
the two and exploring the relationship between them.

◦ Analyse the event and think about it with reference to a particular theory or academic evidence. 
◦ Are your observations consistent with the theory, policy, models or published academic evidence? 
◦ How can the theories help you to interpret your experience? 
◦ Also consider how your experience in practice helps you to understand the theories and policies. 
◦ Does it seem to bear out what the theories have predicted; and the policies prescribe? 
◦ Or is it quite different? If so, can you identify why it’s different? (Perhaps you were operating in different 

circumstances from the original research, for instance.)



Reflective writing
◦ Be selective: 
◦ Identify challenging or successful parts of the encounter.
◦ Reflect deeply on a few significant aspects and learning points.
◦ Discuss your reflections with others to 
◦ deepen your insight, 
◦ improve your ability to express your ideas and 
◦ help to explore a range of perspectives



Reflective writing
◦ Collect evidence There are three sources of evidence which need to be used in reflective writing 

assignments:
◦ 1) Your reflections form essential evidence of your experiences. Keep notes on your reflections and the 

developments that have occurred during the process. Reflective accounts!
◦ 2) Academic evidence from published case studies and theories to show how your ideas and practices 

have developed in the context of the relevant academic literature. 
◦ 3) Policies and reports.



Reflective writing
◦ Use the reflective learning cycle to structure 

your writing: 
◦ This will make sure you cover the whole process 

and explain not just what happened, but why it 
happened and what improvements can be made 
based on your new understanding.

◦ plan; 
◦ act; 
◦ observe; 
◦ reflect; 
◦ gain insights, 
◦ plan again etc. 



What Could Pose Barriers to Reflective 
Practice?

◦ Time constraints (individually or on a team level)
◦ Organisational structures – we may reflect, but does this lead to any changes? (unchangeable 

procedures, decision-making rests with individuals who either don’t reflect or who don’t see the need 
to change)

◦ Cultural/individual attitudes
◦ Change is often resisted on 
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