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Reflective practice 

The process which can help an individual have an understanding into their professional practice by thinking logically about it is known as reflection. Both a professional and service user can see improvements and developments brought on by good practice being maintained, by developing insights and learning lessons. Some people learn differently to others. One individual may find reflecting on the positive result effective and another may find it more effective when focusing on the more complex part of a situation. It is vital for a person to use reflection in the correct way for them to have the benefit of the reflection process (Health and Care Professions Council, 2021). Professionals may be required to use reflective thinking and practice to become a professional practitioner through training. It will also be essential to use reflection in day-to-day practice to gain improvements on personal work and teaching with children and ensure to provide quality provision (Brock, 2015, p.8). It is also used to give children the most appropriate and enjoyable experiences whilst learning. Reflective thinking is needed when improving professional development whilst gaining promotion, a higher qualification or leadership in a setting or age range within the early years foundation phase. Finally, reflective practice and thinking may be demanded when collecting the Self Evaluation Document Form, for Ofsted. This is necessary for Early Childhood Care and Education settings as well as, colleges, universities and schools (Brock, 2015, p.9). One benefit to using reflection is the influence it can have on professionalism. When reflecting on practice a professional can gain more control and become more aware of their strengths and development needs (Tarrant, 2013, p.3). Unquestionably, reflective practice is supported, by thinking about doing something and how it has been done. A practitioner will reflect on the way they have done something instead of an any other alternative options they could have chosen instead. Reflective practice is a process in which professionals, or a team of professionals become more mindful of the values which are not spoken about, that are undertaken on a daily basis. It is easier when working in an environment which allows an open mind to develop reflective practice. On the other hand, reflective practice can be seen as a lonely task instead of teamwork, if practitioners are working in an environment that has a dismissive atmosphere (Lindon, J, 2012, p.6). 

John Dewey was an American philosopher, psychologist who published a book about his concept on how we think, the book was called ‘How We Think’. It was first published in 1910. Included in the book Dewey acknowledged numerous modes of thought which include, imagination, belief and stream of consciousness. However, Dewey was most interested in the mode reflection (Rodgers, 2002, p. 844). Dewey did not believe that reflection is a person experiencing something, going away from situation to think about it. He believed the opposite to this; reflection is not going to happen by sitting down and thinking it is more likely to happen when experiencing something in practice (Rolfe, 2014, p. 1179). It may not feel right to some people to think about reflection as a way of doing instead of a way of thinking. Nevertheless, Dewey describes reflection in a very similar way to which Schon would refer to as reflection-in-action. Schon described this process as ‘a reflective conversation with the situation’ (Rolfe, 2014, p. 1180). To be able to participate in the process of continuous learning Schön hypothesised that the power to reflect on practise is fundamental and in professional practice it is an essential characteristic. Professionals in practice are reliant on tacit-in action, when there are numerous judgements, however a lot of them may not have a satisfactory reason for them. The theories Schön had on reflection-in-action and tacit knowing-in-action are applicable for every professional to gain an understanding of what they do and think in day-to-day practice. Practitioners can sometimes have more knowledge on something than they’re able to share (1938, cited in Brock, 2015, p. 11). The phase ‘professional artistry’ was invented by Schön in order to indorse the difficulty of using this variety of skills and knowledge in order to be reflective during practice (Brock, 2015, p.11) 

In comparison to Dewey and Schön, Gibbs believed that reflection happens after the experience, this is based on his reflective cycle. Gibbs’s reflective cycle offers a structure which normally guides a practitioner through the reflection process. The framework contains prompt questions that are based on key perceptions. The cycle provides a checklist to be worked through, when working through the cycle the questions are there to be considered and answered to complete the reflection process. Gibbs considers feelings, emotions, thoughts and recommendations for future experiences when going through the reflection cycle process (Husebø, O’Regan and Nestel, 2015, p. 369). In a school setting it is important for teachers and staff to have a good relationship with students. The well-being of children should always be supported by staff and good atmosphere should be promoted. However, there are usually various behavioural problems and needs within a school setting and this can be challenging for staff.  Gibbs’ cycle can be used in an early years setting by teachers and staff being able to reflect on situations they found challenging from a range of perspectives. It can help staff by reflecting on thoughts and feelings they felt in the situation and actions they took during it. Understanding children’s point of view in the situation can be seen as opportunities to reflect on their own professional practice (Markkanen, 2020). 

The first model is the ERA Cycle invented by Jasper (2013, cited in University of Cambridge, 2021), it contains only three stages and is one of the simplest models of reflection. The three stages of the model are experience, reflection and action. The ERA cycle shows that it starts with experiencing something, either something which is a completely new experience or something which has happened previously. This can be either a positive or negative experience and can be related to either work or something else. Once an experience has happened, next some reflection. This is the thought process of the experience, examine any feelings felt during the experience and think about what the next steps will be. Finally, the last step of the cycle is what actions are taken as a result of the experience. The action taken will lead to another experience and this is where the cycle continues (University of Cambridge, 2021). 

Next, is Driscoll’s What model, this is another simple model developed in the mid 1990s (2007, cited in University of Cambridge, 2021). Driscoll’s model also has three stages which are three What’s on the key questions asked by Terry Borton in the 1970s. The three questions are What? So what? Now what? Analysis is able to begin when asking these three questions and learning from the experience. To begin, describe the situation, what the experience was and set it into context. This will give a clear understanding of what is being dealt with. By asking the question so what? Is when reflecting on the situation happens, what was learnt from the situation? Finally, is what action is going to be taken after reflecting on the situation, will there be changes, or will everything stay the same? There may not always be a change when reflecting on a situation, but this is still a valid outcome (University of Cambridge, 2021). 

The next model is Kolb’s Experimental Learning Cycle (1984). Kolb takes a step further. This model focuses on the concept of developing understanding though an actual experience and is based on theories about how people learn. There are four key stages to this model, these are concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. Kolb’s model argues that the experience in the beginning this can be something experienced before or something new. Next is reflection on the experience and keeping track of anything that happened which has not been experienced before. The next stage is working out new ideas as a result, working out why something may have happened if it has not happened previously. Finally, applying any new ideas to different situations. This is a demonstration of learning as a direct result of the experiences and reflection. 

The final model of the four most popular models of reflection is Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle. This model builds off the previous three models and adds a few more steps. This model is one of the more complicated models of reflection but having more stages to guide you through the reflection process can be reassuring. There are six stages in Gibbs’s model, and these are Description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action plan. Like most models, Gibbs begins with reflecting on the experience. Next it encourages to focus on feelings felt before throughout and after the experience. Then evaluation comes next, was it a good or bad experience? Then evaluate the situation by trying to make sense of it, this will result in a conclusion about what action can be taken to have a different outcome and the final stage is building an action plan to figure out what steps to take if the situation was to arise again. 

The work of an early years practitioner is supported when reflecting during practice. For children to understand how the world works, practitioners need to give children opportunities to learn. This is done by professionals making sure children are working in an enabling environment, working together as a team with parents, making sure all children are protected, ensuring they understand a raft of policy initiatives and certifying that plans of the new early years curriculum is met (Appleby, 2010, p.1). It is crucial when working with children to use reflective practice in order for a professional practitioner working in an early years setting to improve on their development, they are increasingly expecting to reflect on their practice. It is embedded that early years practitioners are expected to reflect on practice to enable positive progression in young children’s development (Paige-Smith, 2011, p.1). When a practitioner reflects on a child’s experience it may come down to how they perceive the child and how they contribute to an early years setting. In the project, Researching Effective Pedagogy in the Early Years, found that early years settings which introduce, what the research team call ‘sustained shared thinking’ between both children and staff have the highest level of cognitive, social and behavioural progress in children. The work demonstrated that engagements of sustained shared thinking between adults and children rely on adults to observe considerately what the children are engaging with and how they are exploring the world around them, so they can focus the conversation they are having around it (Paige-Smith, 2011, p.14). Day to day work for an early years practitioner is very active. Working with young children can become demanding and tiring not just physically but a day working with children can become emotionally and intellectually hard too. For early years practitioner they are unable to stop what is happening around them when they feel overwhelmed, it needs to be considered what is the best option to move forward with. This is where reflective practice will help. The aim is to find an automatic reaction which will always help in difficult situations (Lindon, J, 2012, p.7). Some professionals may not find it easy to be reflective and may not know where to start. However, there are luckily a variety of models that can be a guide to reflection. There are four popular models of reflection and these are ranked from most easy to more advanced models. There are common themes in all of these models. There is a slightly different approach taken by each model. However, they all cover similar stages. The number of steps included in each model is the main difference between them all and how in-depth the creators of the models have decided to be. Depending on a person’s personal preferences they will be drawn to different models.

In conclusion, good practice can be maintained by the correct use of reflection. Models and theories can help a professional learn from experiences and understanding what was good about the experience and what can be improved in the future. Reflective practice in early years settings can be a positive experience for both professional practitioners and children. The work of a professional will be supported when using reflective practice. 
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