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This essay seeks to critically analyse the use of critical reflective practice as a means of evaluating personal and professional practice to support quality service provision for young children and their families.  Firstly, reflective practice will be defined in terms of being an essential component of Early Childhood professional practice, as outlined by government documentation, and evidenced in research such as that of The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education (EPPE) Project (Sylva et al., 2004). Secondly, two models of reflection will be discussed and critiqued, the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) with an emphasis on an individual reflective process, and the Raelin’s Five Stage Model (2002), with an emphasis on the process of reflection within a community of learners. 
Rolfe (2002) quotes Dewey (1938) as saying ‘we learn by doing and realising what came of what we did’ (Rolfe, 2002: 22). This process of reflection-on-action is defined by Bassot (2016: 1) as a ‘systematic inquiry to improve and deepen our understanding of practice’ in order to challenge assumptions. Reed and Canning (2012) add that reflective practice requires an understanding not only of the experience, but of oneself and the context, for it not to just become a technical process of conforming to expectations of the setting, profession or socio-political culture, but instead to offer the possibility of change and improvement.  Critical thinking, a questioning attitude and the courage to raise your voice to challenge the status quo are identified as characteristics needed for developing professionalism (Roberts, no date; Bolton, 2012).
[bookmark: _GoBack]According to Hayes et al. (2014) and Parker-Rees et al. (2010) reflective practice is listed as one of the two essential elements, and one of the 39 standards, of the Common Core of Skills and Knowledge for the Workforce for the Children and Young People’s Workforce, necessary for an early childhood practitioner to gain professional status (CWDC, 2010). The CWDC (2010) state that professional practitioners should draw upon personal experiences and knowledge, theories and research including the perspective of others to challenge thinking and practice and recognise the important role they play in improving children’s experiences and opportunities, always conscientiously striving for excellence.  The EPPE Project (2004) which was a longitudinal study funded by the Department of Education concluded that well qualified practitioners who were critical reflective thinkers resulted in ensuring better outcomes for pre-school children’s academic attainment years later (Sylva et al, 2004; Clare, 2013). Waller et al. (2011) suggest that reflection also requires one to scrutinise underlying discourses of power, for example, the EPPE Project was funded by the Government whose political discourse is that women should work.
The ability to know oneself, what one believes and values, and why, encourages a sense of ownership and responsibility necessary for working effectively with children and families for their benefit (Abbott and Langston, 2005; Reed and Walker, 2015; Walley, 2011). By reflecting on one’s practice, both personal and professional, early childhood practitioners develop a pedagogy that is intentional in the ethics of doing what is appropriate, right and best for the child, as opposed to being influenced by current marketplace movements in education where more self -centred and competitive values prevail. (Van Manen, 2015).
Agyris and Schon (1978) state that reflective practice has been found to be beneficial to quality improvement.  However, Finlay (2008) refers to Brookfield (1991) as noting that there is no significant evidence-based research showing that outcomes are improved by reflective practice, and Rolfe (2002) states that:
 ‘experiential knowledge from reflection on action now finds itself at the bottom of the hierarchy of evidence on which to base practice, and reflection has just become another technical tool’.
										(Rolfe, 2002: 21)
Hayes et al. (2004) also consider whether outcomes equate to the time involved in the process required for reflection adding that the amended EYFS (DfE, 2012) refers less to reflective practice as a method, and more to the assumption that practitioners are critical thinkers as a ‘way of being’. Tarrant (2008) cites Ghaye (1998) warning that reflective practice has the potential to offset our understanding of the form and purpose of our professional identity, which in some cases can result in negative consequences.  Research by Cavilla (2017) attempting to identify the impact of reflection as a tool to achieving better outcomes stated there was no significant correlation.  Raelin (2001) refers to eastern cultures as viewing reflective processes as a means for contemplation and enlightenment rather, than as a solution based method to improve outcomes.
Tarrant (2008), Finlay (2008) and Hayes et al (2014) agree that there are a multitude of different reflective models and approaches that can be used in different contexts and to varying levels of depth, and according to Honey and Mumford (2000) identifying one’s preferred learning style can help in deciding which model to use in order for the reflection to be authentic and not mechanical and routine (Bassot, 2016). 
 According to Hayes et al. (2015) and Bassot (2016) The Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) is a model of reflection that is commonly used by practitioners of varying professions as it is a simple cyclical model with prompting questions to guide the novice reflector, but flexible enough to be used by more experienced practitioners at a deeper level. The reflection-on-action cycle is an extension of Kolb’s experiential model where theory and practice are seen as enriching each other (Potter, 2015; Finlay, 2008). This method shows how a practitioner can be a self-directed learner responsible for updating knowledge through analysis to maintain professional standards and enhance practice (Davies, 2012).
The first step begins with a clear description of the incident or event without the use of any emotive language to encourage a certain objectivity (Ashby, 2000).  Tarrant (2008) suggests that practitioners need to be able to distance themselves from events to examine more critically.  Hayes et al. (2015) states that Hunter (1970) noted that remembering events further away in time results in a degree of inaccurate recall which can have an impact on the result of the reflection.
The second step of the cycle relates to exploring feelings which sets it aside from other experiential models that are more based on cognitive, rational aspects (Bassot, 2016).  Tsang (2007) and Raelin (2001) suggest that exploring emotions enables practitioners to reach deeper levels of their innermost being that may reveal unconscious conflicts and critical awareness. Bassot (2016) states that in some stressful situations the experience of flight or fight in stressful situations, known as the ‘almond effect’ is automatic, but what is needed is to reach a more rational approach through thoughts to act more appropriately immediately after such experiences. Being aware of one’s emotional reactions and feelings can highlight such instances. However, Reynolds (2017) points out that reflecting on emotions can act as a lens that enhances or distorts facts which may impact on the outcome. Bolton (2012) suggests that practitioners need to work out their own feelings as personal and professional lives are interrelated. 
The third step, ‘evaluation’, involves evaluating the situation in terms of what was bad as well as what was good.  Focusing on strengths and weaknesses of practice or settings can help determine areas that need developing, but also areas that are successful and which can be replicated in other contexts and shared with others as effective practice (Tarrant, 2008). 
The fourth step, ‘analysis’ involves researching current literature and theoretical or research-based evidence that can show the link between practice and theory which can better inform the practitioner of the reason why certain practice is good and more appropriate. Argyris and Schon (1978) refer to double loop learning when established ways of thinking and doing things are challenged, looking at underlying assumptions and biases. Paige-Smith and Craft (2008) refer to cultural differences in what is perceived as good practice.  Tarrant (2008) recommends that professional practitioners should engage in continuous life-long learning, which is also an enabling objective of the Education Wales – our national mission (2017) to ensure a workforce that is confident in managing their own continuous professional development.   Finlay (2008) refers to a study in which participants initially blamed a demanding situation on others until a process of reflection helped them see other perspectives and assume some responsibility. Becoming aware of other ‘voices’ in a situation such as the ‘voice’ of the child or parent leads to more equality, respect and justice in practice (Tsang 2007). Responding to the ‘voice’ of the child is a legal responsibility in the UK as indicated in the Children’s Act 1989 and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). Potter (2015) cites Claxton (1997) as saying ‘intelligence increases when we think less’ and that tapping into other ways of knowing generates more imaginative and creative insights and solutions. Atkinson and Claxton, 2000, argue that we should value forms of reflection that do not focus solely on reason and articulation, but more on intuitive forms of knowledge and ways of knowing.
The fifth step entitled ‘conclusion’ prompts the practitioner to consider what else could have been done. This encourages divergent thinking which may reveal alternative possibilities for improved behaviour and practice (Bassot, 2016). Practitioners are expected to act as agents of change, as advocates for the child, within appropriate boundaries (Reed and Canning, 2012). However, Rolfe (2002) points out that certain settings are not willing to embrace change as it threatens the status quo. 
The last step entitled ‘action’ provides an opportunity to synthesize information gathered from the reflection, and using this to move forward into the future, strengthened with a more positive affective state and renewed commitment (Bassot, 2016). Reflective practice can transform personal and professional practice and be empowering (Finlay 2008). However, Gray (2007) stresses that critical reflection is not a natural process and in some cases, may need to be learned or facilitated. 
The Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) has been criticized by some for being too introspective and individualistic which runs both the risk of self-absorption, as well as limitations due to the lack of shared dialogue, leaving the responsibility for improved practice on the shoulders of the individual (Finlay 2008). Bassot (2016) adds that learning does not always happen, nor the plan of action, as human behaviour is hard to change. There is often a need for co-reflection to reach a deeper level of discernment where more creative answers to difficulties can be discovered (Parker Rees, 2010). 
The Raelin’s Five Stage Model (2001) is a work-based learning reflective model, that is used in group situations, such as those described and defined by Lave and Wenger (1998) as a community of practice (Raelin, 2001; Hayes et al, 2015).  Each of the five stages comprise specific skills that Raelin (2001) considered necessary for the type of deep reflective practice to occur, that moves beyond the basic approach to problem solving which is usually Problem – Solution database - STOP. Parker Rees (2010) and Clare (2013) state that early childhood practitioner communities from different disciplines can benefit from coming together to increase solution databases by reflecting on and creating ideas and strategies to develop good practice from a shared point of view. Reed and Canning (2010) and Tsang, (2011) agree that sometimes it takes other people to help you discuss things, think them through and see differently, participating in communities of learning is a step towards continuing professional development. The Common Core of Skills and Knowledge for the Children and Young People’s Workforce (CWDC, 2010) stress the need for practitioners to work effectively with people from different backgrounds in integrated multi-agency work.  
The first stage of Raelin’s Model is that of ‘Being’, being present in the moment in a state of openness and vulnerability to the members of the collective group.  As with Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) this is the first step when the situation being discussed is examined without imputing meaning or judgment.  Striving for this state of ‘Being’ encourages openness and humility which help protect against the opposite which is a state of defensiveness and reaction which hinder interpersonal communication and connection. In this state it is possible to explore differences and diverse experiences in a group just as one would in an individual reflection where the dialogue is internal and free (Raelin, 2001).
The second stage is called ‘Speaking’ in which each member has an opportunity to voice their opinion to public scrutiny without fear of recrimination. Tsang (2007) states that this type of collective dialogue enables a deeper critical analysis and more objective perspective of oneself and each member than an individual reflection.  Tarrant (2008) adds that collective dialogue helps participants more easily identify underlying assumptions and the impact of the wider socio-political influence exerted upon them as practitioners and on the children for whom they care.  Freire (1970) suggested that public reflection enhances critical awareness of the connection between individual problems and the socio-political context within which they are embedded and that as professional practitioners we are obliged to work for the common good.  Practitioners may meet as a community of practice to critically reflect on pedagogical documentation or current policies and legislation, and by reflecting with others who have the same common concerns there is the possibility of creating alternative discourses to the dominant market discourse which often does not have the child at the centre (Miller and Hevey, 2012).  Raelin (2002) stated that political and emotional data that surface in these type of collective learning dialogues in an atmosphere of trust and common ground are sometimes the cause of what may have become a block to effective practice. However, research by Steinel et al. (2010) indicated that group refection models are often what they termed a ‘mixed motive conflict setting’ (Steinel et al., 2010: 94) meaning that not all participants are willing to disclose and share information to the same degree. Liou et al. (2016) research indicated that this type of lack of sharing in a group reflective situation breaks the line of deep critical analysis leading to inadequately resolved outcomes.
The third stage is called ‘Disclosing’ in which Raelin (1997) describes the need to share information learned from experience as this information is the foundation for tacit knowledge. Reed and Canning (2012) argue that we should value intuitive forms of knowledge gained from experience as these instinctive ways of being can inform actions to take to improve the quality of service as much as explicit knowledge. However, Raelin (1997) referred to the need for even inherent tacit knowledge to be brought to the surface through reflection for discussion in a group situation to construct new meaning from conflicting and confusing data. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) encourages collaborative joint working recognising that multi-agency team work brings about a more fruitful response. The Education for Wales - our national mission (2017) objective 2 stresses peer engagement and support to raise standards.
The fourth stage is called ‘Testing’ when the members as a collective voice begin to work towards new ways of interpreting the situation based on the group’s identity of common concern as a community of practice.  This has similarities to the European Model of Social Pedagogy adopted by early childhood pedagogues in Europe (Roberts, no date). Venninen et al. (2012) research showed the positive outcomes for learning and development planning for practitioners in Finnish day care centres because of team reflection and open dialogue on a macro level. Elfer (2012) reports on the positive outcomes for nursery workers in England who engaged in a group process of critical professional reflection. He concluded that the value of such reflection promotes a more comprehensive understanding between people, but that in some group situation individuals are less likely to feel responsible for the discussions and their outcomes than if it was an individual reflection. Whalley (2011) suggests that people are often resistant to change.
The fifth stage is called ‘Probing’ where conflicts such as inconsistencies in reasoning patterns and unconscious assumptions are confronted in the safe context of reflection that sees inconsistences as opportunities to search for new solutions rather than threats (Raelin 2001). Raelin (2002) suggests that it is very difficult to discern individual assumptions and feelings in isolation, and that this stage of probing leads to a more accurate understanding of the truth.  Raelin (1997) notes that some people are threatened by this higher level of reflection in a group situation and Parker-Rees (2010) stresses that the role of a facilitator may sometimes be necessary to guard the emotional state of the group. According to Wareing (2014) the learning that arises from the process of critical reflection can be of more benefit in developing professional qualities for high quality provision in practice than finding a solution for an actual problem.  Walker (2015) supports this by stating that just as children learn and develop through play without any specific goal in mind, the opportunity for adults to be involved in a similar learning process can contribute to a deeper knowledge of themselves which in turn will have positive consequences in their practical engagement with young children and their families.
In conclusion, there is evidence that early childhood practitioners as professionals working towards promoting high quality services for young children and their families are expected to engage in both individual and community processes of critical reflection. Examples of two different models to achieve this have been discussed, the Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988) which is more structured, and Raelin’s Five Stage Model of group work based learning through reflection, which is more fluid.  Reflective practice in both instances provide examples of evaluating practice and finding solutions to making improvement.  However, there is no substantial research evidence to indicate that such outcomes are achieved more effectively by practitioners’ engagement with personal, professional or community of practice reflection, or other means of learning and knowing.
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