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Reflective Practice
Introduction
This paper will provide an overview of reflective practice, particularly in Early Years sector. The paper will discuss what reflective practice is and provide an overview of why reflective practice is essential to ensure best practice.   The paper will explore a range of methods to records reflection and discuss theories to support reflective practice in a learning environment. 
What is reflection? How is it used in practice?
As Lindon (2015), explains Early Years Professionals in practise are not able to pause and take time to make decisions on how to react to situations arising in the setting. Actions are taken in the moment. Lindon (2015), suggests that professionals should reflect on those actions, challenging and analysing their own individual and team practice not only for professional development but to improve experiences, the learning environment and the education and well being of children in the setting. 
When discussing what they feel makes a setting outstanding, Ofsted (2013), suggests that settings need to be honest about strengths and weaknesses in the setting and that the most outstanding settings emphasised the importance of individual staff reflecting on their own practice and allowed time for staff to use their own journals for self-reflection. It was suggested that these settings would consider how a child might feel at the setting, the difference the setting was making to each child and how this was being measured. 
Supporting these views Brock (2014), suggests that reflection generates thinking allowing the practitioner to critically evaluate personal values and reflect on responses and actions to ensure that the curriculum is delivered in a manner to meet a range of pupils needs and to improve practice.  Brock (2014) also describes reflection as a deep analysis where a variety of different perspectives are explored to solve a problem and suggests that the larger the problem the deeper analysis required. 
Brock (2014) also maintains that reflection is required to enable the practitioner to link tacit knowledge (the knowledge gained from experience) to explicit knowledge, (the knowledge gained from studies and training). Klein (2018), supports this when explaining that tacit knowledge, enables practitioners to react in practice to a situation using intuition, where knowledge and experience has given the practitioner the ability to act automatically. Klein (2018) explains that when using reflection, the practitioner can analyse the individual situation in greater depth to understand why they reacted to situation in the manner they did and to improve practice and experience in the future. 
Supporting the view of Lindon (2015), Macleod-Brudenell (2010) maintains reflection improves educational experiences for children and that the need for reflection in education is required due to the ever changing and evolving job roles that are derived from internal and external changes.  In Wales this is at this time of somewhat importance with the introduction of the new curriculum from 2022. 
Welsh Government (2021) explain that to deliver the New Curriculum for Wales, practitioners must be able to continually review and develop the learning environment to ensure that sufficient activities and materials are available to allow children to learn and develop through exploration and play and that the activities cover the six areas of learning and experience. In practise as the government hands the responsibility of curriculum development to individual settings the government encourages reflection for setting not only in the six areas of learning and development but to enhance pupil wellbeing, improve support to those with adverse childhood experiences, improve family engagement, leadership, and assessment. Reflection is essential to evaluate the setting overall for example What went well? What learning outcomes for each activity were achieved? And what activities were engaging and enjoyable to the children in the setting? 
All practitioners and children in their care will benefit from reflective practise from students to teachers to leaders.  Lindon (2015) suggests that all pathways to Early Years Practitioner Status emphasise the need for reflective practice throughout all provisions and that genuine reflective practice encourages continuing professional development and lifelong learning.  Jarvis et al. (2012) also supports this view by explaining that a reflective journal is essential to those achieving Early Years Practitioner Status. 
Theories and Methods of Reflection
When discussing Dewey’s theories (Aubrey and Riley,2016; Bates,2019) explain that Dewey believed that teachers should act as facilitators encouraging, channelling, and directing each individual pupil’s curiosity and interests to allow them to participate in real world experiences rather than relying on theoretic, repetitive models. Brock (2014) expands on this suggesting that Dewey’s theory was that learners do not learn from their experiences but from their reflection of that experience and that when reflected upon a deeper thought process occurs enabling a deeper intellect and understanding. 
Bates (2019), states, when considering Dewey’s theory that critical thinking and reflection is essential to enable high quality experience-based education. It also allows the teacher to understand the learner and to benefit the overall learning experience for the whole class.  Brock (2014) suggests that if practitioners do not reflect then they may find that their actions and practice become uninformed and outdated. 
Schon’s theory as described by Brock (2014) states that the ability to reflect is crucial to developing and improving professional practice particularly when working with children.  Bates (2019) explains that Schon believed that reflection should begin in working practices where the practitioner is often met with unique complicated experiences and situations. From this experience the practitioner is required to develop links between experience and the theory they have acquired. Paige-Smith and Craft (2008), suggests Schon discusses two types of reflection. Reflection-on-action which is where the practitioner analyses and considers their actions after the event with the view of improving future practice and reflection-in-action where the practitioner is acting on experiences and reviewing responses as they happen, making in the moment reflections and using tacit knowledge to react.   
As discussed by Bates (2019) Argyris and Schon claim that learning outcomes and settings can improve by using characteristics of a single, double, and triple loop learning and reflective system. The single loop being outcome to action the most basic level of performance management where the setting or practitioner would wonder if they were doing things right? The double loop, expanding on this from outcomes to actions to assumptions and asking if they are doing the right things? And lastly expanding again to the triple loop that includes outcomes to action to assumptions then vision to ask how the setting can be sure what is right is right? 
Ryan (2011) as cited by Brock (2014) attains that reflection is superficial and for it be effective should be taught in a systematic way.  Brock (2014) also suggests that the effectiveness of reflection is reduced if reflection lacks clarity, terminology, and definition. Cambridge University (2021) explain that reflection is a personal experience that individuals will define in different way and that here is no correct way of defining what reflection is or how it should be done. There are many different reflective models to support the reflective process. 
Macleod-Brudenell (2008) mentions that Kolb also suggests that learners learn best from first-hand experience and reflecting on that experience. Aubrey and Riley (2016) explain that Kolb’s theory is based four learning styles and on the four-stage learning cycle. The four learning styles consist of the accommodator, a pupil who learns by doing, the diverger, a pupil who learns by listening and observing, the assimilator, learns best reviewing concepts models and theories and working alone and finally the converger who learns best when integrating theory and practise. In the four-stage cycle, each stage of the cycle is required to be undertaken by the learner for the learning to be effective. The four stages are mutually supportive and feed into the next, they can start at any stage but need to be followed in order, one where the learner is fully involved in the experience (Concrete Experience), they Review and Reflect on their experience (Reflective Observation), draw conclusions, and learn from the experience (Abstract Conceptualisation) and (Active Experimentation) where the learner puts learning into practise.  Whilst Kolb’s work was linked to Dewey’s theory of reflection Aubrey and Riley (2016) maintain that Kolb’s theory follows a constructivist learning theory and is linked to the theory of Piaget where Piaget argued that knowledge is constructed through interactions with the environment and others and learning is developed from gaining new information and knowledge that can be reshaped and reused to apply to new situations. This is comparable to Kolb’s concepts where learners learn from their experience and apply their knowledge to new situations. 
Gibbs reflective cycle displays similar characteristics to Kolb’s model as Brock (2014) explains it involves six stages in the reflective cycle including Description (a description of events) practitioners outline the experience that requires reflection, Feelings (how the practitioner felt?) The practitioner focuses on their own feelings both during and after the experience, Evaluation (Good and Bad points of the experience) this is looked at form the practitioner’s point of view, Analysis (Is the practitioner able to make sense of the situation). Conclusion (Was there anything else that could have been done) Action Plan (In the same situation what could improve the outcome or experience). 
Introducing reflection to Early Years Settings
It is imperative that reflection is used by all members of staff in early years settings to improve outcomes, the setting overall, the children’s learning experiences, parental relationships and staff skills and development. Hayes (2010) asserts that to ensure primary teachers have current knowledge they should participate in purposeful reflection including discussions with colleagues regarding their teaching approaches and strategies, continue engagement with reading professional journals and gain advanced professional qualifications.  Brookfield as mentioned by Bates (2019) argues that teachers should be cautious when sharing reflections with colleagues, as if the reflections show poor judgement, it may have a reverse affect and instead of encouraging improvement could be damaging for the individual’s career and arise feelings that the practitioner may be unworthy of be part of the profession. However, Brock (2014) supports the view of Hayes (2010) by implying that real reflective practice involves critical reflection where a mentor challenges and asks questions to ensure that the reflection goes somewhere and that it could include being modelled by colleagues, an observation of practice, looking at scenarios and case studies or shadowing. 
In the setting this could include staff observing and shadowing each other during activities, discussing the outcomes and findings together afterwards which may lead to the sharing of skills and ideas, could identify individual skills gaps, and may identify continuous professional development requirements for an individual or a team. It could involve observing the children exploring the activities set up in the setting to evaluate them to ensure the children are actively engaging and that they capture curiosity allowing for explorative play. It may involve health and safety, reflecting on issues or incidents to see if further improvements can be made to increase safety and wellbeing. It may even involve group and parental meetings to discuss further requirements parents may have or reflection on how parents feel the setting could improve and increase positive family engagement. Welsh Government (2021), implies that reflection should be used through all areas of the curriculum to improve children’s experiences and to ensure that setting is able to support children and family, providing support to give them the best possible start to meet their progression steps. 
Conclusion
Reflection is essential in working with children as practitioners do not always have the time to plan for situations. The most effective way to improve practice is to look at past events and review and explore, what went well, what could have been improved and how the practitioner can ensure that practice is continually improving. Reflection is essential if a setting wishes to become outstanding as described by Ofsted (2013). It will benefit the setting by ensuring continuous improvements are made to ensure quality of high-quality activities, lessons, and experiences. Reflection will identify if learning outcomes are being achieved from the activities and experiences provided and identify if any further continuous professional development is needed by staff running the setting. With constant changes in curriculum and legislation continuous reflection should help ensure that staff and the setting are meeting the most current requirements, it should help identify any inconsistencies that affect the children’s education and wellbeing.  Whilst reflection is personal and there is no requirement for it to be done in a particular manner, there are a range of proven models available to assist practitioners with reflection. Reflective practice using a variety of reflective strategies, both as an individual or group activity on a regular basis will ensure the practitioner has progressive development in their career. This enables them to link their theory with tacit knowledge to ensure they become successful competent practitioners. This benefits both the children in the care and the setting. 

