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1 Introduction 

Reflection forms a crucial part of this Key Skills Teaching and Learning module. There are regular 
opportunities for reflection throughout the group sessions. And you will keep a reflective diary, with 
some of your diary entries contributing to the assessed activities for this module. 

This short study guide introduces some of the most important ideas about reflective learning. It is 
divided into three sections: 

 Reflection and CPD describes the role of reflection in learning from experience and shows that 
keeping a reflective journal has become an accepted feature of good practice in professional 
development for teachers throughout the learning and skills sector. 

 Reflection and professional practice discusses some of the research into how experienced 
professionals use reflection to improve the quality of their work. 

 Critical reflection looks at the different sources of information that can provide the basis for 
reflective practice. 

2 Reflection and CPD 

Finding the time to think about how well your work is going and what you have learned from it has 
long been an important part of good teaching practice. Now, however, the role of reflection has 
been highlighted by important policy developments, with all practising teachers and trainers 
encouraged to keep a reflective diary or journal.  

Why reflection is important 

We want to encourage teachers, as reflective practitioners, to think about what they do well, to 
reflect on what they could share with colleagues, as well as identifying their own learning needs. 

DfEE, 2001 Continuing Professional Development 

‘Reflection’ is the way in which we examine our experiences and draw lessons from them. David 
Kolb, in his book Experiential Learning: Experience as a Source of Learning and Development (Kolb, 
1984) presented reflective learning as a diagram that has entered the folklore as ‘the Kolb cycle’: 

Kolb’s ‘Lewinian Experiential Learning Model’ 
 

               Concrete experience 

 

Test implications of concepts  Observations and 
in new situations reflections 

 

             Formation of abstract concepts and generalisations 

Adapted from: Kolb (1984) 

There are several reasons why reflection is crucial to learning: 
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 Reflection can help to bridge the gap between theory and practice, and between off-job 
learning and on-job application. Reflecting on the real work problems can help to identify how 
best to apply what we know in practice. 

 Reflection can help deal with ambiguity, stress and change. In our work, we often have to 
cope with new, unique problems we have not met before. The ability to reflect is essential to 
recognising and confronting the uncertainty we feel as we try to deal with these problems. 

 Reflection leads to critical awareness. Reflection enables us to look critically at our own 
behaviour, the behaviour of other people, and at the organisational and social context within 
which we operate.  

All this means that reflection is not a bland or innocuous process – it is central to becoming a 
powerful, critical professional who is prepared to challenge the way things are done.  

The Institute for Learning’s approach to reflection 

Reflection is now recognised as an essential aspect of continuing professional development and is 
seen as a fundamental process in improving the quality of teaching. For example, the Institute for 
Learning (IfL), responsible for the registration of all teachers and trainers in the learning and skills 
sector, highlight reflective learning as a feature of best practice. The Institute require licensed 
practitioners to keep a reflective diary as well as taking part in an annual minimum of 30 hours CPD. 
In fact, their six-step model of the CPD process puts reflection at the heart of professionalism: Step 
1 is ‘reflection on practice’ whilst Step 6 is ‘reflection on impact on professional practice’.  

The Institute for Learning’s model of the CPD process 
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Keeping a diary 

The IfL model puts great emphasis on the value of keeping a reflective journal or diary as part of 
professional development. As a practitioner you are encouraged to use a diary to: 

 recognise that an experience is in some way significant; 

 take time after the experience to reflect on what happened and what you have learnt from it. 

During the module, we ask you to keep a reflective diary in which you reflect on your most 
important experiences. The two crucial parts of any diary entry are a description of what happened 
and a reflection on how you felt about the event and what you have learnt from it. 

Reflective diaries are very personal things, and it is important to adopt a format and approach 
which suits your personal style and which helps you to learn.  

 Choose a format that suits you – a book, a file with individual sheets or a word processor or 
similar. 

 Decide how often to make entries. During the programme it will probably make sense to make 
at least one entry a week 

 Plan how you will describe the experiences 

 Decide how you will distinguish description from reflection. You could use two columns, facing 
pages or two halves of a page. 

 Decide when and where will be the best time to complete the diary.  

Here are three quotes from practitioners who kept a reflective diary as part of last years’ (2006-7) 
KSSP CPD programme: 

A lot of the time I’m reflecting – like when I’m driving my car. But I’ve started making time to 
write things down now – and it does make a difference. 

Really, really interesting. When I look back at my first entries and compare them with what I do 
now I can’t believe how different the ways I thought then were to how I think now. 

Using the diary makes me think about what I’m doing each day and helps me to think about 
learners individually. 

Comments made by participants in the 2006-7 KSSP CPD programme 

The importance of feelings 

Boud and his colleagues (Boud et al., 1985) argue that, when reflecting on any experience, it is 
crucial to ‘attend to feelings’. This involves: 

 Making the most of any positive feelings about the experience. 

 ‘Discharging’ negative feelings, either by writing them down or discussing them with a trusted 
person. 

Recognising and exploring feelings like this makes it possible to evaluate the experience as an 
opportunity for learning. 
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Reflecting together 

While reflection is a valuable individual activity, it can also be useful to reflect with other people. 
During the programme we have created opportunities for: 

 Reflection in pairs, where two people take turns to share their experiences with a partner. 

 Reflection in small groups, where people describe their experiences and ask for feedback from 
the other members of the group.  

The principle benefit of reflecting with a partner or a group is the scope it provides for personal 
support and feedback. 

3 Reflection and professional practice 

A number of researchers have shown that for many experienced and effective professionals 
reflection becomes virtually a way of life, helping them to improve and refine their practice as they 
go along. 

Reflection ‘in action’ 

In his book The Reflective Practitioner Donald Schön explored how professionals use reflection to 
help them tackle the often very complex problems they encounter in their work. Schön called this 
reflective approach to problem solving ‘reflection in action’. He went on to describe some of the 
main things that professionals seem to do when they tackle problems in this way: 

 They allow themselves to experience ‘surprise, puzzlement or confusion’. This may simply be a 
feeling or anxiety that something is wrong, or an awareness that they have not encountered or 
read about this before.  

 They reflect critically on the problem before them. They reflect on the facts as they know them, 
the relationships involved, their own feelings. They are prepared to look critically at their own 
assumptions and at accepted ways of tackling this kind of problem.  

 They may come up with a new theory or hypothesis about the problem, and test this out 
through an experiment – Schön called this ‘reframing’ the situation. 

A medical example 

Schön gives the example of an eye specialist who is confronted with a patient who has two eye 
conditions at the same time – an inflammation and a glaucoma – both of which appear to be getting 
worse. The specialist has never met this combination of conditions before, and is initially puzzled 
about what to do. After initial reflection, he hypothesises that the treatment for each condition is 
aggravating the other condition. He tests this out by temporarily withholding all treatments to see 
what effect this will have. As a result the glaucoma disappears, proving the hypothesis that it was 
caused by the treatment for the inflammation. The specialist is then able to consider other ways of 
treating the inflammation. 

From: Schön (1983) 
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The importance of intuition 

Another leading writer on reflection is Patricia Benner. In her book From Novice to Expert Benner 
has described how people learn as they become more experienced in any role. She argues that a 
newcomer who has just started work in a new role will tend to rely on the rules they have learnt, and 
seek to apply these to their new experiences in a relatively inflexible way. As they gain greater 
experience of the work, they are able to progress towards becoming expert in their field. In the 
process they become less dependent on the rules and more able to reflect on their own experience. 

In some ways Benner’s findings echo those of Schön. However, her ideas place additional 
emphasis on the role of intuitive, creative thinking which includes ‘the vague feelings, hunches or 
sense that something is not right’. And she offers some insights into how experts apply such 
intuitive thinking in practice: 

 They increasingly come to rely on their own concrete experience as they tackle problems. They 
recognise similarities with – and differences from – previous problems they have tackled without 
jumping to the conclusion that similar problems are identical. 

 They are increasingly able to look at a situation as a complete whole, and within this to identify 
those factors that stand out as being especially relevant. 

 They move from being ‘detached observers’ towards being ‘involved performers’. They are able 
to tune in to their people they are working with – learners, patients, customers and so on – and 
come to understand their background. 

I’ve started to incorporate reflective practice into my work. I’m now much more aware of what’s 
working and whether things need to be changed. 

You know when you’ve done something wrong but before I would have been looking for how to 
put it right straight away – I’d have gone for the quick fix. Now I look at why it went wrong, I 
analyse it more. 

Comments made by participants in the 2006-7 KSSP CPD programme 

4 Critical reflection 

Both Schön and Benner et al. were looking primarily at the role of reflection in the work of health 
care professionals – doctors, nurses and so on. But other researchers have focused on professional 
teachers. In particular, Brookfield (1995) points to four different sources of information and 
feedback that are available to teachers and can help them to build up their picture of good practice. 
Brookfield uses the term ‘critically reflective lenses’ through which professionals can ‘view their 
teaching: 

 Our ‘autobiographies’ as teachers and learners. Personal reflections – typically carried out 
through a reflective diary. 

 Our students’ eyes. Brookfield points to the value of ‘seeing ourselves as our students see us’. 

 Our colleagues’ experiences. We can draw on this source of information when we exchange 
ideas with the people we work with or, more formally, when we ask them to observe and 
comment on our performance. 

 Theoretical literature. Theories of teaching and learning can help us to look at things in new 
ways and to see how our individual insights relate to more general trends. 
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Four reflective lenses 

 

Adapted from: Brookfield (1995) 

This module has been designed so that you will have opportunities to use each of these reflective 
lenses – there are, for instance, assessed assignments that will help you to pay attention to the 
voices of both learners and colleagues. Recognising the potential value of all four of Brookfield’s 
lenses may the key to a balanced view of good practice. 

Finally, one of the clearest illustrations of the value of a reflective diary – and of reflective practice in 
action – is How Children Fail (Holt, 1982). John Holt and his colleague Bill Hull both worked as 
teachers in a New York junior school during the 1960’s. Both had misgivings about the effects that 
the school was having on the ability of the children they worked with to learn and fulfil their 
potential. They agreed to observe some of each other’s lessons and Holt himself kept what we 
would now call a reflective journal. The result is this challenging book in which Holt uses feedback 
from his learners and from his colleague Bill, together with his own reflections and some insights 
from theory to make radical changes to his assumptions about the best ways to help people to 
learn. 
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