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Reflective Practice

Introduction
According to Schon (1983), “Reflective practice is the ability to reflect on one’s actions as to engage in a process of learning.”
The origin of reflective practice leads back to John Dewey (1933) who suggested that reflection is not necessarily an automatic response, but a conscious decision to explore potential reasons behind an outcome.  His work (combined with further research) has continued to have an immense impact on professionalism today in disciplines such as Care, Education, Medicine and Social Work. Reflection is used to evaluate own professional practice with the purpose of being able to learn from real-life experiences in order to challenge, adapt and improve personal performance. Reflective practice is a constant process of recalling events/information and growth in personal development.
The importance of reflective practice in Childcare and Education is tremendous and research has shown that children and their families greatly benefit from practitioners who regularly reflect on their own practice, as they continue to gain further knowledge and skills upon reflection. Practitioners are then able to adapt their own practice to ensure the best outcomes possible for the children (MacNaughton, 2005; Sylva et al., 2004; Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2008; Raban et al., 2007).  Continual reflective practice ensures that all children’s individual needs are met, helps boost self-confidence, and provides them with a safe and stimulating environment (both indoors and outdoors) with age/stage appropriate resources to enhance their learning. Parents and carers will also feel more at ease due to the high-quality care and learning opportunities provided at the setting. 

Reflection and Professional Practice
The first aspect to note is that reflective practice allows an individual to fully engage and take ownership of their own practice. By doing so, the practitioner will experience many personal benefits. For example, reflective practice gives recognition to personal professional achievements, as well as identifying professional developmental needs so that specific targets can be set to enhance skills and knowledge. As a result, this will improve focus, confidence and motivation for the practitioner. A reflective practitioner understands how their practice effects children and their families, considers various ways of practicing to achieve the best outcome for the child, and will plan ahead to maintain and enhance future practice.
According to Brookfield (1998), critical reflection is an in-depth form of reflection that requires a practitioner to go through a process of self-analysis based on their past experiences in order to identify and investigate the assumptions that influence the way in which they practice and suggests that our own life stories are one of the greatest tools we can access to progress as a conscientious learner. Brock (2015) points out that critical reflection is an essential trait to becoming a professional practitioner, and any personal feelings (positive or negative) should not influence the outcome of reflection. She expresses that practitioner’s need to accept change and learn to adapt because knowledge, policy and practice are constantly being reviewed and developed to enhance the care and education for children. For example, a new curriculum which has been shaped by ideas from around the world is set to be introduced to Wales by 2022, which means that practitioners will be required to attend training and familiarise themselves with new concepts and ideas in order to implement the new curriculum into practice.
Reflective practice plays a vital role in Continuous Professional Development (CPD) for Early Years practitioners. CPD is a shared responsibility of the employer and the employee that is designed to assist he practitioner to reach their full potential and provide a high-quality service through continually developing their knowledge and skills. Purposeful reflection must be meta-cognitive, relevant and discussed with others. Meta-cognition is an awareness of our own thought process, creating perspective that is open to adjustment. Watanabe-Crockett (2018) described meta-cognitive reflection as taking the thinking process to the next level, as the focal point is about improvement rather than assessment.

Theories and Models
Dewey (1933) distinguished a contrast between ‘routine action’ and ‘reflective action.’ He claimed that ‘routine action’ was an action caused by external influences (for instance, following tradition or following instructions from a dominant figure) without actively considering the practice, but ‘reflective action,’ on the other hand, is an action that has been carefully considered with reasoning.
Donald Schon (1983) built on Dewey’s work and made a more solid connection between reflection and professional development. Schon argued that practitioners were often faced with new and unique experiences, which meant that predetermined theories could not be implemented into practice. Through his findings, Schon (1987) determined that there were two types of reflection:
Reflection in action - thinking and making positive, quick decisions during an event, or ‘thinking on your feet.’
Reflection on action – thinking after an event has occurred with the advantage of hindsight, where experiences can be perceived with more clarity.
Schon recognised that the professional practitioner relies on tacit knowledge during an incident, as they regularly make instinctive decisions but might not be able to provide a sufficient explanation for them. He claimed that by making sense of an action after it occurred (critiquing and reflecting on it) and sharing the information with others is an effective method in improving performance. However, he also recognised the complexity of reflecting due to the range of skills and knowledge required to do so and described it as ‘professional artistry’ (Brock, 2015, p.11).
The work of both Dewey and Schon has been the foundation for many other theorists and contributed towards the development of reflective practice models (structured methods to assist the process of reflection). Here are two examples of the many models that have since been developed:
The Experimental Learning Cycle was developed by Kolb (1984) which centres on the idea that knowledge can be gained from personal experience:
 (
It 
shows four stages in the way in which continuously learn. Central to this analysis is ‘concrete experience’ which refers to having personally experienced an event yourself, rather than being told about it. ‘Reflective Observation’ follows, where an individual can evaluate and assess the experience and think about positive and negative aspects. The third stage, ‘Abstract Conceptualisation,’ refers to the suggestion of new ideas that could improve practice if a similar situation arose in future. Finally, ‘Abstract Conceptualisation’ is to put suggested adaptions of performance into practice. It’s a continuous cycle of reflection and improvement. However, 
Boud
, Keogh and Walker (1985) criticise the absence of emotion when considering reflective practice. They argue that emotion has a major impact on the way an individual might react during an experience and can also influence the way in which they remember an event. For example, shock or trauma can be a barrier when it comes to recalling information. They believe that without the consideration of emotion, the learning process from reflection may be insufficient.
)
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(Source: Simply Psychology2017).
 (
Gibbs (1988) expanded on these findings developed the Reflective Learning Cycle
. 
Gibbs Reflective cycle is more in-depth, and prompts questioning throughout, taking personal feelings into consideration, both during and after an event has occurred.
It is not sufficient simply to have an experience in order to learn. Without reflecting upon this experience, it may quickly be forgotten, or its learning potential lost. It is from the feelings and thoughts emerging from this reflection that generalisations or concepts can be generated, and it is generalisations that allow new situations to be tackled effectively. 
(Gibbs 1988).
)                      
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       (Source: The University of Kent, 2012).


For reflection to become more meaningful, Eraut (1994) argues that knowledge gained from theory and practice need to be interlinked with personal knowledge gained from values and beliefs, previous experiences and training. He claims that requiring a greater understanding of where knowledge has derived from will contribute to the development of professional knowledge.


Introducing Reflection into an Early Years Setting
Reflective writing is one of the most effective ways of helping us to reflect as a professional (Brock, 2015). Reflective models are an excellent resource when implementing reflection into practice. Reflective writing can also be done through journaling. Thoughts, emotions, personal developments and experiences can be captured through keeping a reflective diary (Bolton, 2014).

Colwell et al., (2020) identifies four key areas when implementing the act of reflection into practice:
· Reviewing current, applicable research and resources – this includes any existing planning and evidence relevant to the focus. For example, if a child displays challenging behaviour, a good starting point would be to gather assessment documents, observational logs, information provided from family as well as research from books and articles. This provides an understanding of the current situation and a base for reflection.
· Collect and gather new evidence – this can be achieved through conducting further observations, interviews and questionnaires. Observation is not only a statutory requirement for Early Years Foundation Stage, but an invaluable method of being able to identify and understand children’s needs (Machan, 2016). Interviews and questionnaires give family members and other practitioners a way of expressing their experiences, thought and feelings on a particular matter. 
· The analysis of data – analysing the information gathered enables a practitioner to identify points of interest. For example, is there a specific trigger to a child’s challenging behaviour? Does it occur at a specific time, during a particular activity or does the environment play a role? Data analysis plays a key role in identifying patterns or reoccurring issues.
· Evaluation and reflection – Examining the value of the key themes found from data increases understanding and aids in future planning. Being reflexive and taking into consideration how our own beliefs, knowledge and experiences can influence our practice is an essential part of reflection (Moore, 2004). Critical reflection needs to be devoid of any presumptions and bias, and therefore careful consideration of all evidence gathered from a variety of sources needs to be taken into account. Brock (2015) claims that engaging in sustained shared thinking with fellow colleagues can influence new ideas to enhance and even reconstruct practice if needed. Evaluation of data may result in more questions being needed to ask and investigate, and the cycle of reflective practice continues.


 (
Completing a Reflective Account Form allows you to make sense of the situation, evaluate own performance and consider ways of improvement if a similar experience were to happen again. For example, if the experience or event was referring to an activity that had been planned and carried out with the children, the reflective account form would help the practitioner to identity and explore the reasons behind what went well, what didn’t go well, and what
 were
 the outcomes for the children
. Could this be improved?
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Attending team meetings, relevant training courses and workshops are an excellent way of sharing information with fellow professionals and participating in group reflection. Group reflection and sustained shared thinking enables us to make sense of a concept and work collectively in order to problem-solve (Brodie, 2014).

Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk85376180]To conclude, reflection is a continuous, never-ending process that strives to achieve best possible practice and best outcomes for children. Learning and development is part of everyday practice within the early years setting as children are individuals and unique, resulting in practitioners often being faced with new and unique situations. It is through reflection that methods of educating and caring for children are constantly being reviewed and enhanced. Consequently, practitioners enable children to reach their full potential emotionally, socially, intellectually and physically by being able to adapt their practice to provide equal opportunities for all in their care. This will translate into growth for the setting, promoting efficiency, improving reputation, and allowing for careful planning and evidencing, and therefore meeting requirements for Ofsted and CSSIW (Care and Social Services Inspectorate Wales).
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