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Reflective Practice
Definitions, Models & 

Methods

By
Laila El-Masharfah
(RN – RM – M Health Management)

Reflection: A Definition (1)

‘Reflection is an important human activity in which
people recapture their experience, think about it,
mull over & evaluate it. It is this working with
experience that is important in learning’.

Boud, D., Keogh, R. & Walker, D. (1985) p 43 Reflection: Turning Experience 
into Learning. London: Kogan Page.
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Reflection: A Definition (2)

‘We learn through critical reflection by putting
ourselves into the experience & exploring
personal & theoretical knowledge to understand it
& view it in different ways.

Tate, S. & Sills, M. (eds) (2004) p 126 The Development of Critical Reflection 
in the Health Professions. London; Higher Education Authority.

Reflective Practice
• Reflective practice is associated with learning from 

experience, and is viewed as an important strategy for 
professionals who embrace life long learning. 

• The act of reflection is seen as a way of promoting the 
development of autonomous, qualified and self-
directed professionals. 

• Engaging in reflective practice is associated with the 
improvement of the quality of care, stimulating 
personal and professional growth and closing the gap 
between theory and practice
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Sources of reflection
• Everyday events
• Positive experiences
• Negative experiences
• Eventful incidents
• Unusual incidents
• Routine activities
• Important events
• Meaningful events

3/28/2015

Reflection is significant because…

• It can help us to challenge 
practice rather than ‘working 
on automatic pilot’.

• This matters because people 
matter!

• We need to deliver AND 
constructively consider the 
care we give to our clients.

• WE NEED TO SUPPORT 
OUR STUDENTS TO DO 
THIS.
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The Importance of Reflection

Reflection enables us to:

• Be conscious of our potential for bias & discrimination.
• Make the best use of the knowledge available.
• Challenge & develop the existing professional

knowledge base
• Avoid past mistakes
• Maximise our own opportunities for learning.

The Importance of Reflection

Unless we make conscious & systematic efforts 
to critique our own practice:

• We will be unaware of how & when we are being discriminatory
• We will not make use of the knowledge base developed by our own

profession
• We will continue to repeat the same mistakes
• Our skills will stagnate rather then develop.
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Reflection: Informal & Formal

Informal Reflection
• Involves self- questioning
• Develops our awareness of our own assumptions

Formal Reflection
• Draws on research & theory
• Provides guidance & frameworks for practice.

Reflection in Nursing Practice

“…reflection as reviewing experience from practice so that

it may be described, analysed, evaluated and consequently

used to inform and change future practice.”
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• Nursing and midwifery have applied reflective practice ideas to

many of their disciplinary areas. In particular, nursing has used

reflective processes for some time, for example, to improve

practice and practice development , clinical supervision and

education

Why are nurses interested in reflection?

• Nursing like other professional groups, has recently 
moved to higher education which has meant working in an 
educational system which has traditionally divided 
theoretical & practical knowledge.

• Nurses develop a ‘feel’ for what they do “practically and 
bodily so that it becomes part of the knowing process” but 
cannot always be verbally expressed ‘we know more than 
we can say’. Nurses need adequate ways to express 
themselves and reflection is  has the potential to prove 
such means. 



7

Why reflection?

Nursing is a practice discipline; effective preparation of
nurses means that we can effectively and competently
care for our patients and continue to develop skills over
a professional life time.

Nurses reflect because it provides a tool or mechanism
“through which they can communicate and justify the
importance of practice and practice knowledge.”

What does reflection have to offer?

Reflecting on practice provides us with 
an opportunity to learn from it.
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Clinical supervision
• Reflective practice has been applied effectively to
clinical supervision (Todd and Freshwater 1999;
Heath and Freshwater 2000).

• The authors advocate reflective practice as a
model for clinical supervision ‘because it provides
safe space that facilitates a collaborative and
empowering relationship which enables the
practitioner to experience a journey of discovery
in examining his/her everyday practice.

Summary 
• Nursing and midwifery are person-focused helping 

professions requiring hard work and a strong 
knowledge and skill base from which to face the daily 
challenges of practice. 

• Much has been written about the nature and effect of 
nursing and midwifery in books, journal articles, 
conference presentations and research projects and the 
words often present these professions in their most 
altruistic light, as noble work intended to help others.
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• Reflection reveals the other side of helping that shows 
itself in sore feet and lost idealism

• The contradiction of the ‘downsizing’ decades is that 
nurses and midwives

• are expected to work ‘smarter, not harder’, while 
hospitals and health care agencies are run as 
businesses that must ‘break even’ or attempt to turn a

• profit

• Where does this leave nurses and midwives 
intent on staying in their professions and working 
within the constraints to give the best possible 
care? 

• Systematic approaches to reflection and action 
are needed to strengthen your resolve to be 
effective and happy in your work, because lack of 
planning and back-up may result in a failure to 
sustain your work enjoyment and effectiveness
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Skills for reflection
• Developing skills for 

reflection is essential.

• You will have developed 
these skills as part of your 
practitioner and mentor 
education and as you have 
progressed in your practice 
career.

• They are skills that you can 
continue to develop and that 
you can nurture in your 
students.

• Self-awareness
• Description
• Critical Analysis
• Synthesis
• Evaluation

Skills for reflection
Self awareness
• enables a person to analyse feelings. It involves

an honest examination of how a situation has
affected the individual and how the individual has
affected the situation.

Description
• involves the ability to recognise and recollect

accurately significant events and key features of
an experience and to give an account of the
situation (TIP: Keep focused with this bit.)
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SKILLS FOR REFLECTION

Critical Analysis
• involves examining the components of a situation, identifying 

existing knowledge, challenging assumptions and imagining 
and exploring alternatives.  A critical analysis of knowledge is 
undertaken which involves examining how relevant knowledge 
is to an individual situation.

Synthesis
• The integration of new knowledge with previous knowledge.  It 

can be used in a creative way to solve problems and to predict 
likely consequences of actions.

Evaluation
• Enables a judgment to be made about the value of something.  

Synthesis and evaluation are crucial in the development of a new 
perspective

MORE ON CRITICAL ANALYSIS
• Separation of a whole into its 

component parts, detailed 
examination of those parts.  To make 
judgements about the strengths and 
weaknesses of the different parts as 
well as the whole.

• Identifying existing knowledge 
relevant to the situation, exploring 
feelings about the situation. 
Identifying and challenging 
assumptions,  imagining and 
exploring other courses of action.
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SYNTHESIS
• Building up ideas into a 

connected and coherent whole

• Original thinking

• Creativity

• Building on our knowledge, 
skills and attitudes leads to 
fresh insights/new 
perspectives on practice

Types of reflection
ØTechnical reflection

• based on the scientific method and rational, deductive
thinking, will allow you to generate and validate empirical
knowledge through rigorous means, so that you can be
assured that work procedures are based on scientific
reasoning.
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Ø Practical reflection 

• leads to interpretation for description and explanation of 
human interaction in social existence. This simply means 
that you can use this type of reflection to improve the way 
you communicate with other people at work, thereby 
improving your practice enjoyment and outcomes.

ØEmancipatory reflection

• leads to ‘transformative action’, which seeks to 
free you from taken-for-granted assumptions and 
oppressive forces, which limit you and your 
practice. In other words, this type of reflection lets 
you see what subtle and not so subtle powerful 
forces and circumstances are holding you back 
from achieving your goals.
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Reflection can be viewed on several levels

Simple Problem 
Solving

Using literature and 
theories to illuminate 
the analysis of the 
scenario under review

Consideration of broader 
forces, of issues such as 
justice, and emancipation 
and of political factors

Level 1 ----------------------------
Level 2 -----------------------------------------------
Level 3 ------------------------------------------------------------------------
Level 4 -----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Frameworks for 
Reflection
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Frameworks for Reflection

• Edgar Schon, an influential writer on reflection, described
reflection in two main ways: reflection in action and
reflection on action.

• Reflection on action is looking back after the event whilst
reflection in action is happening during the event.

• The problems with these views of reflection on action are
that they do not take account of the importance of
reflection before action. This is when we plan out before
we act what we want to do. So what have we learnt
about reflection? It can best be seen as:

Reflection for action
Reflection in action
Reflection after action.
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Reflective Model

Models of Reflective Practice

Many models of reflective practice have 
reasoningbeen created to guide 

about action
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Gibbs Reflective Cycle
• Gibbs (1988) reflective cycle is fairly straightforward

and encourages a clear description of the situation,
analysis of feelings, evaluation of the experience,
analysis to make sense of the experience, conclusion
where other options are considered and reflection upon
experience to examine what you would do if the
situation arose again.

• Gibbs Reflective Cycle is most popular amongst our
undergraduates and has been updated s

studySMART@gcu.ac.uk

Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988)

mailto:studySMART@gcu.ac.uk
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Reflective FRAMEWORKS
Gibbs (1998) updated by Bulman 2012
Reflective FRAMEWORKS
Gibbs (1998) updated by Bulman 2012

Description-
What 

Happened?

What were 
your Feelings 
and how did 
you react?

Initial 
Evaluation of 

the 
experience –

What was 
good and bad 

about it?
Critical  

Analysis –
What sense 

did you make 
of the 

experience?

Conclusion –
What have you 

learnt from 
reflecting on 

this 
experience?

Final 
Evaluation and 
Action Plan –
What would 

you do 
differently?

DESCRIPTIONDESCRIPTION

• What happened?

• Describe what 
happened. 

• Keep focused on your 
description; don’t make 
judgements or draw 
conclusions.
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FEELINGSFEELINGS
• What were your 

feelings and how did 
you react?

• Keep focused on 
your emotions, don’t 
be tempted to 
analyse yet.

INITIAL EVALUATION OF THE 
EXPERIENCE
INITIAL EVALUATION OF THE 
EXPERIENCE
• What was good and bad about the experience? 
• Evaluate your initial feelings and reactions in 

order to get to the heart of what really concerned 
you (positive or negative) about the experience. 
By doing this, you should be able to identify and 
attend to key issue/s which will allow you to 
move on to critical analysis.  

• NB: It is important to keep focused, so try to 
choose just one or two issues.  Then you can 
move on to develop some in-depth critical 
analysis rather than just ‘skim the surface’ of 
many.
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CRITICAL ANALYSISCRITICAL ANALYSIS
• What sense did you make of the experience?

• Critically analyse what was going on.  Were people’s 
experiences similar or different to yours, and in what 
ways? What themes seem to be emerging from your 
analysis? How do these compare with your previous 
experiences? Can you challenge any assumptions 
now?

• NB: Make use of knowledge/ideas from outside your 
experience to develop and inform your analysis, e.g. 
experts, mentors, policy, research, law and ethics, 
literature, clinical papers, reviews, discussion papers. 
How do these compare with your experience?

CONCLUSIONSCONCLUSIONS
• What have you learnt from 

reflecting on this experience?

• What have you learnt about: 
yourself, your self-awareness, 
your practice?

• What have you learnt that you 
would recommend for 
practice in general (i.e. social, 
political, cultural, ethical 
issues)?
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FINAL EVALUATION AND ACTION PLAN FINAL EVALUATION AND ACTION PLAN 

• What would you do 
differently?

• What would you do if this 
type of situation arose again?

• What steps will you take, 
based on what you’ve learnt, 
to develop your future 
practice?

• How will you decide if your 
practice has been improved?

Models of Reflection
Kolb’s (1984) Learning Cycle
Models of Reflection
Kolb’s (1984) Learning Cycle
1. Concrete Experience: The event
2. Reflective observation: Consider what has happened 

from a variety of perspectives e.g. own feelings, the 
group’s, an individual student’s view

3. Abstract conceptualisation: Re-package & process 
your reflections into a theoretical understanding (use 
theory to analyse the event)

4. Active Experimentation: Armed with this new 
understanding, you do it again, differently this time.
Kolb, D. (1984) Experiential Learning. New Jersey; Prentice Hall
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Academic Development in the School of Health

studySMART@gcu.ac.uk

Kolb’s Learning Cycle (1984)

Concrete 
experimentation

Reflective 
observation

Abstract 
conceptualisatio

n

Active 
experimentation

studySMART@gcu.ac.uk

Looking in
• Find a space to focus on self
• Pay attention to your thoughts and emotions
• Write down significant thoughts and emotions 

Looking out
• Aesthetics: What was I trying to achieve? Why did I respond as I did?
• Personal: Why did I feel the way I did within this situation?
• Ethics: Did I act for the best? (ethical mapping)
• Empirics: What knowledge did or could have informed me?
• Reflexivity: Does this situation connect with previous experiences?   
How could I handle this situation better?

Johns’ Model of Structured 
Reflection (2000)

mailto:studySMART@gcu.ac.uk
mailto:studySMART@gcu.ac.uk
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• Commitment Accept responsibility & be open to change
• Contradiction Note tension between actual & desired practice
• Conflict Harness this energy to take appropriate action
• Challenge Confront your own typical actions, beliefs & 

attitudes in a non-threatening way
• Catharsis Work through negative feelings
• Creation Move beyond old self to novel alternatives
• Connection Connect new insights in the world of practice
• Caring Realise desirable practice
• Congruence Reflection as a mirror for caring
• Constructing Building personal knowledge in practice

Johns, C.  (2000). Becoming a Reflective Practitioner. Oxford; Blackwell

Models of Reflection
John’s Ten C’s of Reflection (2000)
Models of Reflection
John’s Ten C’s of Reflection (2000)

mailto:studySMART@gcu.ac.uk
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Rolfe’s Framework for 
Reflective Practice (2001)

The What? Model of structured 
reflection (Driscoll 2001)
The What? Model of structured 
reflection (Driscoll 2001)

• What….
• ..is the purpose of returning to this 

situation?
• ..happened?
• ..did I see / do?
• ..was my reaction?
• ..did other people do?

3/28/2015

mailto:studySMART@gcu.ac.uk
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So What?So What?
• How did I feel?
• How did these compare with other 

people’s feelings?
• Do I still feel the same?
• What were the effects of my actions?
• What are the positive aspects?
• What have I noticed about my practice?
• What have other people noticed about 

my practice?

3/28/2015

Now what?Now what?
• What are the implications of this analysis – for 

me and others?
• What if I do nothing?
• What information / skills would I need to cope 

with similar experiences?
• What help would I need to acquire these?
• What is the main learning from this experience 

and reflection?
• Is this evidence of achievement of placement 

outcomes / competencies?

3/28/2015
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Methods of Reflection
Narratives
Methods of Reflection
Narratives

A Narrative is a story of an experience 
or event: 
• Written in the first person, i.e. I felt… I thought …
• Learner-centred in that it allows the learner’s voice 

to be heard 
• Enables links to be made between personal & 

professional development
• Can be shared to allow deeper reflection & 

comparison.

Methods of Reflection
Reflective Journal
Methods of Reflection
Reflective Journal

A Reflective Journal focuses on:
• Your reaction to the event or experience
• Different ways that you might look at it
• How the experience links with other experiences
• How you can understand the experience in the light of 

theory
• What you have learned in the situation
• What you need to learn
• How you might achieve your identified learning goals
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Methods of Reflection
Critical Incident
Methods of Reflection
Critical Incident

A critical incident is an incident that is in 
some way significant to the individual 
recounting it.
You should record:

• What the situation was
• What you did in it
• What happened as a result of your actions
• A reflection on the situation or event & the process by 

which it unfolded.

Starting reflective writingStarting reflective writing
• Have a pen and paper available at all 

times
• Be spontaneous
• Write down ideas as they come to you
• Don’t worry about structure, order, 

spelling, grammar
• Be imaginative
• Make sense later with the help of a more 

formalised structure

3/28/2015
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Limitations to reflective practice 
include
Limitations to reflective practice 
include

• Not all practitioners may understand the 
reflective process

• May feel uncomfortable challenging and 
evaluating own practice

• Could be time consuming
• May have confusion as to which 

situations/experiences to reflect upon
• May not be adequate to resolve clinical 

problems

Barriers to ReflectionBarriers to Reflection

Practical Barriers

Kolb (1984) sees that to reflect effectively on
your experience, you should actively set aside
part of your working day to reflect & analyse.
Kolb, D. (1984) Experiential Learning. New Jersey; Prentice Hall
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Barriers to ReflectionBarriers to Reflection

Psychological Barriers

Fear of judgement, fear of criticism, being
closed to feedback, defensiveness,
professsional arrogance.

Issues nurses and midwives 
often face

Issues nurses and midwives 
often face

• Engaging in self-blaming
• Wanting to be perfect and invincible
• Examining daily habits and routines
• Struggling to be assertive
• Struggling to be an advocate
• Differentiating between ideal and real 

practice expectations
• Managing collegial relations
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5 KEY POINT5 KEY POINT

• Reflective practice is a key skill for nurses
• It enables nurses to manage the impact of caring for 

other people on a daily basis
• Reflective practice can be defined as the process of 

making sense of events, situations and actions in the 
Workplace

• A range of models are available for nurses to use 
to support reflective practice in clinical practice

• Effective reflection can take place individually, in 
facilitated groups, or a mix of both

THANK YOU!

With best wishes , 
RN. laila M. Elmasharfa


