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The importance of reflective practice as a professional practitionerWhat is reflection and reflective Practice?
The term reflection can be found dating back to the late 1800’s where highly influential Psychologist, William James (1890) documented ‘The Functions of Consciousness’ (Carreira, 2013). James believed that consciousness was a process that allowed insight into the past, present and future, allowing adjustments to be made and future planning to adapt behaviours around current and future circumstances (Suls and Marco, 1990).  James placed emphasis on the phrase ‘Stream of Consciousness’ (Carreira, 2013) proposing that life is a unity that changes and flows, thus conscious is a continuum (Suls and Marco, 1990). According to the Institute for Academic Development (2013), reflection is a process of examining and exploring ourselves, our experiences, actions, perspectives and attributes. Reflection allows a thought process and can enable one to progress or change (Institute for Academic Development, 2013). Gillet, Hammond and Martala (2009, p.164) say that reflection helps to understand your own style of learning, it also aids in critical thinking and problem-solving skills, all of which build the foundations for academic success. Gillet, Hammond and Martala (2009, p.164) also believe that reflection is an essential part of personal development, being able to look back and analyse actions or events and consider benefits and consequences. Reed and Walker (2015) suggested that reflective practice is when a practitioner can continuously assess the environment around them, as they engage and listen to others. Reed and Walker (2015) believed that being able to reflect in practice is paramount, suggesting that practitioners should be able to do this in a variety of ways in early years settings, by observation, using case studies and discussion. Brook (2015) suggests that intuition and emotion have important roles to play in the process of reflection and that reflection is all about analysis, exploring different standpoints and aspects of an issue. The more complex an issue or situation is, the deeper the analysis is required. 


Refection within professional practice?
Reflection is very important as a professional practitioner. Brock (2015) describes learning to be a reflective practitioner as likeliness to being a butterfly, metamorphosis may feel uncomfortable as thinking reflectively often requires the ability to change but being able to do this will result in a more advanced way of thinking, running as opposed to walking professional understanding rather than just basic application (Brock, 2015). Reflection enables the ability to continuously develop and improve practice (Brock, 2015). Tarrant (2013) states that it is the responsibility of practitioners to provide exceptional care for all children. In order for practitioners to do this, it is beneficial for practitioners to reflect on their own practice. By doing this, practitioners become greatly aware and in control of their own abilities which further enables better practice (Tarrant, 2013). Brock (2015) says that practitioners develop new knowledge, policy, thinking and practice within the environment of which they work. Adjusting to changes within the workplace whether that be the environment or with whom they work is crucial, thus practitioners unknowingly adapt to change frequently. New developments and changes may feel negative or positive but being able to reflect upon this in practice can have a positive impact on the children and working practice (Brock, 2015). Greenberger (2020) states that with regular reflection practitioners learn how to pay attention to themselves by becoming more aware of their feelings, the way they think and their responses in challenging situations. Practitioners should also use reflection during and after observing children, this enables the practitioner to plan specifically for a child’s needs. Taking the time to reflect will ensure the child has the best possible outcomes (Greenberger, 2020).

Reflection within the early years setting.
Reflective practice in early years settings is paramount in developing a reflective workforce (Hallet, 2013). The longitudinal study of graduate leader training suggests that the ability to implement a reflective workforce is improving practice and provision in early years settings (Hadfield et al., 2011). Practitioners such as play workers, nursery practitioners, learner support workers and teachers for example, should reflect daily on their practice to enable the best possible outcomes for the children in their care (Hallet, 2013). Tarrant (2013) suggests that reflection as a team is important in early years. Reflecting as a team enables practitioners to support and guide each other through the process (Tarrant, 2013). Tarrant (2013) also highlights the importance of observation. Having one practitioner observe another during an activity can be beneficial by reflecting on their findings and creating a plan together to improve future outcomes (Tarrant, 2013).  Paige-Smith and Craft (2011) said, In early years settings, it is crucial to develop and maintain positive relationships with parents/carers. The ability to discuss developmental or behavioural issues can prove beneficial for the child, practitioners and parents/carers (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). Asking parents/carers to reflect at home is important to enabling a discussion about both findings and working together with practitioners to create a positive plan to best support the child (Paige-Smith and Craft, 2011). Hallet (2013) discussed how working together with colleagues, children and parents/carers builds the foundation for positive reflective practice. Through the enablement of problem-solving, reasoning and feedback helps practitioners provide positive changes and the best possible practice (Hallet,2013). 
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There are many theorists who speak about reflection and reflective practice (Wlliams, 2017). John Dewey (1933) was one of the first theories to identify reflection as a way of thinking (Ryder and Downs, 2022). Many years after starting from the 1980’s Dewey’s (1933) concept started to gain momentum with other theorists documenting the process, theorists such as Schon (1983) and Kolb (1984) emerged. Later theories from Gibb’s (1988), Driscoll (1994, 2007), Raelin (2008) and Jasper (2013) all documented different models and theories to enable practitioners to understand how to reflect and reflect on and in practice (Ryder and Downs, 2022). John Dewey (1933) author of the book called ‘How We Think’ implied the importance of reflective thinking and learning, defining reflection as active, persistent and careful consideration of any thought of knowledge or beliefs (Williams, 2017). Dewey (1933) is thought to be the founder of reflection, and believed that observing children thoroughly was paramount for meaningful and beneficial reflection (Williams, 2017). Dewey truly believed that children should be involved in the process of reflection, suggesting it shapes their future (Bates, 2019 p. 45).
According to Bates (2019 p.326), Donald Schon believed that reflection begins in practice, especially when confronted with challenging, conflicting and unique experiences. Schon suggested ways in which practitioners could become more aware of their abilities, and to learn from experiences, both in a setting and outside of a setting (Bates, 2019 p.327). Schon expressed how practitioners’ experiences, whether that be positive or negative, helped to form connections between practice and theory. Schon documented that there are two different types of reflection, reflection on action, and reflection in action (Aubrey and Riley, 2019, p.181-194). Reflection in action is to reflect as something happens by considering the current situation, deciding how to act then acting immediately. Reflection on action is done after an event has happened, one will consider the situation and then think about what needs to be changed for the future (Aubrey and Railey, 2019, p.181-194).  Schon believed that reflection on action was important to enable practitioners to improve future practice, but Schon expressed how reflection in action is crucial for practitioners to develop the ability to improvise and think quickly on their feet (Bates,2019 p.326). 

Models and theories of reflection
There are many different reflective models and theorists who speak about the importance of reflection and how to reflect. Although models are varied, they all follow the same strategies to enable the same end goal. One of the most famous models to date is The Gibbs Reflective Cycle. Gibb’s reflective cycle was created in 1988 by an American Psychologist and Sociologist called Graham Gibbs (Markkanen et al., 2020). Gibb’s reflective cycle is made up of six stages: Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan. In 2020, an article published by The University of Edinburgh (2020), it was suggested that Gibb’s reflective cycle was created to enable repeated reflection on an experience or situation. This in-depth cycle will enable practitioners to successfully reflect and plan for improved future outcomes (Markkanen et al., 2020). Gibb’s reflective model poses questions to practitioners to help reflection take place after an event has happened, it has been praised for the use of reflection during each stage of reflection (Ryder and Downs, 2022). Gibb’s model has also been criticized for its credibility, with Ryder and Downs (2022) stating that the model does not consider context in any stage of the cycle and the action plan element has been left open-ended, meaning a similar event may occur again. Gibb’s model lacks the encouragement of critical applications and doesn’t build on the process of reflection, making it unsuitable for the modern day (Ryder and Downs, 2022).

A simpler reflective model created in 1984 by David Kolb, an American psychologist, educational theorist and professor is Kolb’s experiential cycle (Cherry, 2020). Kolb’s model focuses on one’s own and shared experiences which is then systematically reviewed, analysed and evaluated. Kolb’s model consists of four stages: Concrete experience, Reflective observation, Abstract conceptualisation and Active experimentation (Brown, 2015). Kolb’s cycle works by first physically and consciously experiencing a situation that requires the need for reflection, this then involves writing down what was experienced including feelings at the time. The second step requires the ability to critically evaluate what was good and bad, what could have been done better and how others involved behaved. The third stage allows for constructive criticism, by asking questions to others who may have been present for suggestions on a better outcome next time.  Stage four concludes the journey, what may have been learned can be used to further improve future practice (Brown, 2015). Some of the new strategies learned from this reflection may or may not work, this will then be the basis for a new cycle to start (Brown, 2015). Although there are many reflective models Ryder and Downs (2022) state that not one of those is domineering. Tomkins and Ulus (2015, p.160) suggest that these models are not perfect. Documenting that Kolb’s experiential model has many flaws that limit its ability for use in both educational settings and the workplace. Tomkins and Ulus (2015, p.160) believe that the defect with Kolb’s model is that any or all the stages could occur at the same time, suggesting that it does not equip practitioners with the ability to adapt their mindset to work nowadays.  
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